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	1. Chapter 1

This story is going to deviate from the movie at a very common point. A single decision by Hiccup changes everything. Standard disclaimer: I own nothing.

Hiccup was the only thing standing preventing a full blown fight that would certainly lead to bloodshed. The black dragon could have easily knocked him to the side to get to the girl Hiccup was protecting, yet it stayed respectfully behind the boy. "She's a friend," he told the great beast and to the girl's surprise, it calmed down. "You scared him." Hiccup told the frightened girl as the dragon made another halfhearted attempt to get past Hiccup.

"I scared HIM?" It was an impossible situation. She had concentrated so much on the dragon in front of her that she never expected Hiccup to blind side her and rip her axe from her hands and toss it away. Now defenseless, the scrawny boy was the only thing between her and being ripped to shreds on midnight black claws. Then her mind caught up with her situation, "Who is 'him'?"

She could never quite appreciate Hiccup's sarcasm. It was way of dealing with an uncomfortable situation, but for the village screw-up, that was most of the time. And he did it now. Standing up straight, calm as you please, he made introductions, "Astrid, Toothless. Toothess, …Astrid" The dragon hissed menacingly at her but made no move against her.

Astrid was so focused on the night fury that she missed the nervousness Hiccup displayed at the dragon's continued aggression. A lot of small events suddenly made sense to her; how the dragons seemed to fall at his feet or how the scrawny screw-up seemed to take them down so fast without ever injuring them. He was working with the dragons the entire time, not against them. And if he was with the dragons that meant he was against Berk and the Hairy Hooligans. She turned and ran, gambling that the boy still had some decency left in him to not attack her from behind.

"Dun, da-daa, We're dead." Hiccup said to no one in particular. The dragon seemed pretty pleased with himself since the intruding female left, satisfied that he had scared her off. He turned and went back to the baskets his rider had brought. "Whoa, whoa, whoa. Where do you think you're going?" Hiccup took one last glance in the direction Astrid had run just in time to see her scoop up her axe as she ran. She didn't even look back.

"Come on, Toothless, we've got to stop her. She could ruin everything." Hiccup said as he ran up to the dragon. Toothless picked up the half-filled basket and dropped it in front of the boy. It held some clothes and a few provisions; just enough to help him survive once he left. That was his original intention after all. He could still leave. Besides, there was no way Astrid could return to the village, tell her story and bring someone back that could stop him, after all.

Plus she had her axe. One good throw could cripple or even kill Toothless, not to mention himself. Trying to stop her would not end well. The only choice left was to leave and never return.

"Yeah. Come on, bud. We have a long flight ahead of us." Hiccup stowed the rest of his things in the basket, including some tools and extra metal rods for Toothless' tail. Once he was set he took off with Toothless, soaring over the island that was no longer his home.

Dammit, he didn't want it to be this way. It would have been better if simply disappeared, but now with Astrid going to tell her story, he would be branded a traitor. He couldn't return if he wanted to. That was what really bugged him. He knew, logically, that he was leaving forever, but it always seemed that there would be some way back, even for a visit. Just to let his dad know he was all right. Now, with Astrid telling her version of everything, that was no longer an option.

Hiccup was jerked from his thoughts as Toothless went into a sudden dive. Surrounded by fog, rock pillars jutting up from the ocean appeared in front of him, he had a pretty good idea where he was. Helhiem's gate.

"Bud? What is it? What's going on?" But Toothless didn't respond. Changing the tail angle would do little good now, or worse, it could send them crashing into the stone columns that raced by them.

Suddenly, another dragon appeared to his left, a monstrous nightmare carrying a wild yak. Another appeared, a nadder carrying a large fish. Others appeared to his right. Then more behind him and above him, all of them carrying some sort of food item. And he was right in the middle of all of them.

"Toothless, you got to get us out of here." Hiccup touched the dragon's neck to get his attention, but Toothless shrugged him off and continued with the dragon flight. Like it or not, Hiccup was along for the ride. He flicked the tail as great black rock columns appeared suddenly out of the fog directly in their path. None of the other dragons seemed to have a problem navigating this deadly maze either. He had no choice but to simply follow along.

Ahead the fog cleared as a large volcano loomed in front of them. The dragons didn't slow as they dove into a cave leading to the glowing interior. Toothless finally broke from the flight and landed on a narrow shelf behind a stalagmite. Hiccup watched as all the dragons flew by, dropping their load of food into the glowing hole. It made no sense to him, why bring food all this way just to trash it?

The last of the dragons went by until an old, nearly feeble gronkle wandered in and regurgitated a single small fish. That was when something at the bottom of the glowing hole roared its disapproval of the tiny fare. The gronkle seem suddenly frightened and tried to speed away from the hole as fast as its tired wings could carry it. It wasn't fast enough as a giant dragon head shot up out of the hole and closed its jaws around the gronkle. Every dragon in the cavern attempted to make itself as small as possible and not draw the attention of the great beast.

"What the…?" Every expletive Hiccup had ever heard from every Viking and sailor that ever lived in or visited Berk flashed through Hiccups mind at that moment, though none made it out of his mouth. The giant head began to sink back into the hole when it stopped and started smelling the air. The great eye of the beast rotated and fixed on the corner that Hiccup and Toothless were hiding in. "Time to fly, Toothless. Now!" Luckily, Toothless did not hesitate as enormous jaws snapped shut where he had been just a second ago.

The cavern erupted into chaos as all the dragons attempted to leave, some flew into the crevices that lead outside and some spiraled up to the hole at the top of the volcano. Hiccup pulled Toothless into a vertical climb as the giant dragon came after them. The great teeth snapped shut just behind Hiccup again, but a zippleback had flown too close and was now little more than a snack.

Toothless did not stop his breakneck speed away from the volcano that was at the center of Helheim's Gate until he had cleared the fog that surrounded it. Hiccup urged the dragon to land on one for rock formations jutting out of the sea. Hiccup fell to his knees as he caught his breath. He had never been so terrified, even when Toothless had him under his claws in their first encounter. Finally calm he tried to make sense of what he had witnessed.

The dragons fed it. They were scared to death of it but they still fed the giant dragon at the middle of the volcano. Why? The volcano had to be some sort of nesting area for dragons. It made sense; dragons were nearly fireproof, after all. What better place to warm the eggs. If the eggs were there, that meant the giant was using them to keep other dragons under his control, forcing them to bring it food.

"The other dragons, they are slaves to that big one. Aren't they?" Hiccup asked, not taking his eyes off the fog that hid the volcano. Toothless just warbled an agreement. He too was glad to be out of there. He may be tied to a rider, but it was better than the day to day survival inside that fiery mountain.

Hiccup turned to look at Toothless when a glimmer of light caught his eye. A small hint of light on the horizon that Hiccup knew all too well: Berk. An entire village containing hundreds of lives summed up in a single flickering yellow speck.

The moon continued to rise as Hiccup considered it all. But there really wasn't any choice at all, in the end.

"We have to go back" He told Toothless. "I can't just leave them to the mercy of that… thing. I'm the only one who knows it's there. I'm sorry, Bud, but I can't leave them like that." He jumped on Toothless' back and flew toward the flickering light. If the night fury had any objections to the change in plan, he never voiced them.


	2. Chapter 2

This story is going to deviate from the movie at a very common point. A single decision by Hiccup changes everything. Standard disclaimer: I own nothing.

Stoic sat, staring at the embers of the fire, poking at it with a stick. The remaining fire seemed to cling to life on the last remaining log like a shipwreck survivor at sea. Stoic could have coaxed that flame back to an inferno, but he really didn't see it. In his head he was going over the day's events. He reflected on the pride he felt toward his son, who seemed to finally come into his own. He reveled in the encouraging words and congratulations from his people concerning his son. He remembered the anger and fear one girl portrayed as she told him of her son taking sides with a dragon. He dismissed it at the time, after all becoming friends with a dragon was such a farfetched idea and Hiccup would never turn against his the Hairy Hooligans. He and everyone that heard the story laughed at her and the Hofferson girl ran off in bitter tears.

The truth is though, the girl's story brought up all the worries and doubts Stoic ever felt toward his son. He hated it. He didn't hate his son, but disappointment was not hate. From the beginning Stoic felt cheated. A sickly son born prematurely that seemed to survive on stubbornness alone. He laughed at the thought, if there was one thing Hiccup inherited from the union of Stoic and Valhalarama was their stubbornness. If you could judge a Viking on stubbornness alone, Hiccup would be a king of many tribes.

But stubbornness by itself is not enough, and Hiccup compensated for his lack of physical strength by tempering his mind. And that's where Stoic understanding of his son ended. If it were a time of peace, he didn't doubt that Hiccup could become a great leader. But peace is not for a Viking. And Stoic felt cheated, because if Hiccup had been physically more like himself and his wife, he was sure he would have been a great father. Instead he had a son he could barely understand and rarely even talked to.

_Chuff, chuff._ Stoic poked at the embers again, releasing sparks that seemed to look for new fuel to burn, but died out before finding any.

The accusations the girl brought needed to be talked about. Even so, Stoic hated talking to his son. Not that he didn't love Hiccup, he did. But because of the size difference it seemed that even casual comments were attempts at bullying the small boy. By Frigga's mercy, let there be no argument between them. He hated seeing fear in his son's eyes when he was the cause. Still, Stoic waited.

Finally, near midnight, Stoic heard the sound he wanted to hear. The back door opened and closed. He gave quiet thanks and prepared to call for his son as soon as heard the boy's footsteps as he climbed the stairs.

But it there was only silence.

It was a bit unnerving, a sound that should have been there but wasn't. Stoic looked toward the back door but didn't find any sign of the boy.

_Chiff, chiff. _ The sound came from the other side of him. It was Hiccup, sitting next to him poking at the embers with his own stick. He was staring at the embers much in the same way that Stoic had just a moment ago; a faraway look that seemed to have all the cares of the world on his shoulders.

_Chuff._ Stoic poked at the embers. He really didn't want this moment to end; sitting with his son in companionable silence, staring at a common fire that warmed them both.

Hiccup sat there hating the moment when he would have to start talking. He was sure his dad never listened anyway. But now he had encountered something too important to just ignore. If he said the wrong thing he could be banished or worse. He really didn't want to think what worse was. He sighed. His father seemed to take this as a sign to start the conversation.

"Something on your mind, son?"

More than you know, Hiccup thought to himself. "I have to tell you something, Dad. Only… I don't know how."

"The straight up truth usually works best, you know."

Hiccup snorted a laugh, "Not this time. If you look at it too quickly, it looks pretty bad."

Stoic's heart sank. Oh, Odin, he thought to himself, please not the dragon story.

"It's about dragon training." Hiccup said and Stoic winced, being careful not to think terrible thoughts of a god he had just prayed to. "I lied to you dad." Hiccup continued, "Rather I let you believe something that wasn't quite true." Stoic remained silent and let the boy continue, "I didn't keep my end of the deal."

The big man's mind balked at this, "Wait. How could you not learn anything in dragon training? You are at the top of your class."

"I haven't been learning how to kill dragons," Hiccup clarified, "I've been learning about dragons."

"'About' dragons?" Stoic felt he should have known not to expect more from the boy who thought too much. Still knowing more about your enemy wasn't really a bad thing… yet. "What did you learn?"

"That everything we know is wrong."

"'Everything we know is wrong.' Just like that? We have been wrong for hundreds of years…"

"No, not 'just like that.'" Hiccup interrupted him. Hiccup didn't know what to say next, if he continued with 'I could have died,' or 'it was dangerous' he would be on the receiving end of a lecture and not get anything accomplished.

Stoic was taken aback by his son's blatant interruption. It bordered on disrespectful, but Hiccup had never been anything but polite whenever they talked. This time Hiccup had looked him square in the eye and spoke with a confident voice. He… admired that.

"It… wasn't easy." Hiccup finally said. Again, the weight of the world seemed to rest on the boy's shoulders as he lowered his gaze. That rankled Stoic; Hiccup had withdrawn again and was cautious with his words. …Around him, his own father. Stoic took a breath and decided to let his son control the flow of the conversation. He had something heavy on his mind, after all. The big man turned back to the fire.

"You ever consider why we are fighting the dragons, Dad?" Hiccup finally said.

"For food," Stoic replied, "and survival."

"To bring peace to the village, right?" Hiccup asked. Stoic nodded. "What would you do to bring peace to the village, Dad?"

"To protect this village, I would kill every last dragon I found." Seeing that his answer didn't satisfy his son, he continued, "Or, at least, drive them away so they wouldn't bother us."

"What if 'peace' didn't look like that, Dad? Would you still bring it to the village?"

"What do you mean, son?"

"I mean what if there was a different way? What if 'peace with dragons' actually meant becoming allies with them?"

"'Allies.'" Again Stoics mind balked at the concept. "'Allies with dragons.' Don't talk nonsense, son. That's impossible."

"No it isn't."

"Yes, it is. Dragons are nothing but bloodthirsty creatures. Murderous beasts who would kill yeh as soon as look at yeh."

"And everything we know is wrong."

Stoic couldn't believe his ears; his son was actually defending dragons. He stood up and started pacing, "For three hundred years we have done nothing but try to push those monsters back and claim this island for ourselves. You want us to throw away everything our ancestors fought for? To become allies with everything they fought against?"

"For peace, I would." Hiccup was on his feet as well, again looking at Stoic and not flinching, "For peace, wouldn't it be worth it?"

"It's impossible." Stoic was practically shouting by now. "It wouldn't matter anyway. Those creatures would turn on you in a second."

"It's not impossible. I can prove it."

"Oh for the love of…" Stoic threw up his hands.

"I said I can prove it." Hiccup insisted.

"Get serious, son!"

"I am serious, Dad. Look at me." Hiccup pointed to himself between the eyes, "Serious face."

"I've heard enough." Stoic said, "You're dreaming and asking for some miracle that can't happen. It's time to leave children's fantasies behind you, Hiccup. It's time to grow up and face reality. Tomorrow you are going to kill a dragon in front of the entire village and that will be the end of it. Now, get to bed. You need your rest." Stoic turned to go to his bedroom when he heard something that stopped him in his tracks.

"Coward."

Stoic slowly turned around, looking more dangerous by the second, till he was looking directly at his son, "What did you just say to me?"

Hiccup cursed himself. Fourteen years of never listening to a word he said and now his father finally decides to hear that. He wasn't even sure why he said it. Fine, then. If that is what it takes to get his father's attention, he certainly had it now. So be it.

"I…" Hiccup squared his shoulders and stood his ground. "I called you a 'coward.'"

"You had better explain yourself." Stoic said in a dangerous tone. "I don't take that from anyone. The only reason you get to say anything at all is because you're my son, so you'd better explain yourself and it had better be good." He drew himself up to his full, intimidating height as he stood in front of his son.

"I called you a coward because you are afraid." Hiccup willed himself to ignore the fact that his father balled his hands into tight fists. "You're so afraid of being wrong you refuse to listen to me. You will listen to Gobber. You will listen to Gothi. You will listen to every other Viking in the village, but you won't listen to me! I told you, 'everything we know is wrong.' I told you, 'I can prove it.' But none of that matters because you won't even listen to the possibility that you might be wrong because I'm the one who said it. You are afraid of listening to me."

"Yes, all right?" Stoic conceded, "Yes, I'm afraid that this little scheme of yours will backfire and blow up in your face just like one of your inventions, Hiccup."

This time, it was Hiccup who had to reign in his anger. Mentioning his failed inventions was hitting below the belt and reminded the boy why people didn't trust him in the first place. But he had called his father a coward, which was also below the belt. He had to pull this conversation back in line or lose everything.

"Fine. I'll make you a deal."

"What?" Stoic was thrown off his guard by the new direction the conversation went.

"I'm going to face that dragon in the ring tomorrow. But I'm not going to kill it."

"That's crazy." Stoic protested.

"I'm going to put it back in its cell. And when I do, I will tell you everything I know. But it will be on my terms and in my time and you… will finally… listen… to me."

"And if you don't?"

"If I don't, and I'm still alive, I'll tell you everything. No restrictions. I'll even write a letter tonight detailing everything, just in case I don't make it out alive."

Stoic winced. His son not surviving was not something he cared to contemplate. He had lost too much already with his wife gone. "This is daft. I should just call the whole thing off."

"No. Dad, don't do that. Look, I know I've never given you a reason to trust me, but I wouldn't do this if it weren't important."

And there is it was. Hiccup might have well as stabbed him through the heart with a wooden spoon. His son didn't believe he trusted him, but the truth of it was that he didn't, and that fact hurt even worse. "You haven't even told me why this is so important."

"I can't, but I will. I promise, just, not yet."

Stoic knew he would face this someday; when being a good leader meant putting your own son's life on the line one day. Yet that day still snuck up on him, "You're sure you can do this?"

Hiccup gave his old familiar smirk, "I'd stake my life on it."

Odin's eye, this went against his better judgment in every way. "Fine. Deal. Now get up to bed, we've stayed up too late as it is."

"I will. I just have a letter to write." Hiccup climbed the stairs but stopped halfway and turned back. "Thanks, Dad."

Stoic watched his stubborn son climb up to his room. He went over to the small alter in the corner that held the carved images of Odin and Thor. He knelt as he lit a candle and prayed for protection for his son and he prayed he had done the right thing.


	3. Chapter 3

First, apologies: many delays in this chapter, between graduation and a hospital stay, this is a long time in coming. This story is going to deviate from the movie at a very common point. A single decision by Hiccup changes everything. Standard disclaimer: I own nothing.

It seemed that no one believed her. Never mind she came into the village ranting like a lunatic, no one stirred, no one moved, no one cared. Hiccup was working in league with a dragon and even his dad, the Chief of the Hairy Hooligans, cut her pleas off and sent her away when she pressed him about his son's traitorous behavior. Hiccup never showed up that night at the mead hall, so she had no proof of her accusations. Discouraged, Astrid had gone to bed, mulling it over.

"… leaving." Hiccup had said when he didn't think Astrid was there. "We're leaving. Let's pack up. We're taking a little vacation… forever."

Gone. That thought made her sad and pissed her off at the same time. The twerp had given up and run away like a weak coward; something that should not exist in the offspring of Stoic the Vast and Valhallarama. It was disgraceful. Not for the first time, she had wished she were the daughter of Valhallarama. She would certainly live up to such a great legacy of the elder adventurer.

But, Hiccup was gone and that put Astrid on top again, didn't it? They would ask her to kill the dragon in the ring today. This was a good thing, right? This was just as it should be "Good riddance," she thought as sleep took her.

In the morning she got ready. Today was her day. Without Hiccup to mess things up again, the honor of fighting the monstrous nightmare would default to her. This kept her in high spirits as she walked through the village.

Other villagers seemed to reflect her mood. "This is a great day for Berk long in coming," one Viking said to another. "Either Stoic's son proves himself as a Viking or the dragon makes a meal of him. Either way, we will be rid of Hiccup the Useless one way or another. It's a no-lose situation." The other Viking laughed along with him, "Yer right, but you were on the nest hunt with Stoic; you haven't seen him fight yet. I'm telling you, I think he can win."

Astrid thought the joke was on both of them, Hiccup wasn't even here.

Hiccup was there, walking next to his father as they made their way to the training ring. Disbelief turned to rage as Astrid began to stalked the pair. She couldn't confront Hiccup in front of his father without looking like a lunatic. She watched as father and son parted company in front of the ramp leading down to the arena.

Stoic made his way up to the large stone throne at the far side of the arena. As he stood there the gathering of Vikings quieted as he raised his arms. "At last, I can show my face in public again," he joked. "If anyone had told me that in a few short weeks, Hiccup would go from being, well… Hiccup to being first in dragon training. I would have tied him to a mast and shipped him off for fear he's gone mad." The crowd laughed and cheered in response. "And you know it." Stoic continued, "And here we are. Many of you think Hiccup has changed, but you'd be wrong. And, you'd be right. He is still the same old Hiccup, but now, he has found, in his own way, for a Viking of small stature can overcome a much larger foe. To prove that being a Viking is not just in the strength of his arm, but in the strength of his heart and his mind. Today, my boy becomes a man. My boy becomes a Viking!"

Unseen, on the ramp, Astrid walks stealthily up behind Hiccup. At the end of Stoic's speech, the crowd cheers and Astrid grabs Hiccup's arms and twist them both painfully behind his back.

"Ow! What the..?" Hiccup exclaims as he is slammed into the wall, his wrists pinned together behind him.

"Shut up," Astrid hissed to him. With one hand she held his wrists together, with the other she lifted the back of Hiccup's vest and searched the pockets. She pulled out a medium size fish, two handfuls of grass, and an eel from around his waist. She threw these behind her, up the ramp, before turning the boy around and pulling her axe from behind her back again.

"What are you doing? I need those…"

"No more tricks," she cut him off, blocking his path to the confiscated items with her axe, "no more lies. You are going to go out there and show everyone what kind of fraud you really are."

Hiccup could only rub his sore arms as he stared at her, disbelief and betrayal written on his face. This was a side of Astrid he had never seen. Before he could say anything, Gobber came around the corner. "It's time, Hiccup. Knock 'em dead."

"…Or die trying." Astrid muttered just loud enough for Hiccup to hear.

Hiccup looked back at Astrid with a look of betrayal on his face though the young shield maiden didn't seem to be affected by it. Passing Gobber, he walked out to the center of the ring where he picked up a shield and dagger from the weapon rack. Astrid had just taken every contingency plan away from him; taming this dragon had to work, he doubted he would get a second chance.

"I'm ready," he said, though he felt anything but.

As soon as the log holding the door was winched out of place, the dragon burst forth in a shower of viscous flames. Not immediately recognizing a threat on the arena floor, the Nightmare jumped to the ironworks that caged the arena in. Growling and snarling at all the Vikings present, it shot a gout of flame through the chains, but the experienced Vikings easily sidestepped the spray. Failing to get a reaction from the crowd, the dragon finally looked to the arena floor and spotted the lone twig of a boy ready with shield and weapon for battle.

The dragon dropped from the overhead chains and slowly stalked up to the boy. If it were a normal sized Viking, the dragon would have charged, but even armed, this skinny hatchling couldn't possibly be much of a challenge. Monstrous Nightmares may love a good fight, but they also like toying with their prey.

Hiccup started talking in low easy tones, "Easy. Easy, now. It's ok." He dropped his dagger and his shield. "This is not the fight you were expecting." The dragon's eyes flicked up to the helmet Hiccup wore. Hiccup removed the helmet, "This are going to be different from now on." He tossed the helmet aside.

The crowd began to murmer, "What's he thinkin'?"

Hiccup held up his hand mere inches from the snout of the Monstrous Nightmares. "They're not what we think they are. We don't have to fight them."

Stoic could hardly believe his eyes. His son stood helpless in front of a killing machine and was making _friends_ with it. And the scaly beast was going along with it. He quickly started to scan the crowd. This war with the dragons had been going on too long, someone would start protesting…

"No!" came a shrill shriek. "He's cheating. Can't you see he's cheating?!" Astrid was livid. What Hiccup was doing simply wasn't in the bounds of normal. She slammed the flat of her ax against the iron support causing the entire structure to ring. It also caused the dragon to flinch. She raised her axe and struck the iron girder again.

Hiccup watched the dragon flinch again, the slits of its eyes narrowing in irritation. _That idiot girl is going to get me killed_, Hiccup thought to himself. Several other Vikings had also started banging on the ironworks creating a loud ruckus that further irritated the dragon. Hiccup slowly lowered his hand and sank to his knees as the dragon began to shake in anger. _This is it_, he thought. _With no backup plan, I'm as good as dead. I got nothing._

The Nightmare charged, jumping to the overhead lattice once again, roaring and spitting fire at nearly everyone. Stoic was having a difficult time. "Let me through!" he roared, but the crowd of Vikings in his path pushed back against him to avoid the sprays and splashes of the Nightmares viscous fire or to allow room for the crowd to move. Knowing that if pushed back too hard, he would be putting the villagers in harm's way, so he did the only thing he could think of, picking up Vikings and tossing them behind him, away from the fire. Slow progress, but progress nonetheless.

The dragon jumped off the iron girders to land right behind Hiccup. It roared at the boy's head and slammed its claws down on either side the kneeling Viking and roared again, but Hiccup did not move from where he knelt and did not react to the painfully loud screeching in his ear. The dragon circled Hiccup snapping its jaws and scratching the rock around him putting on an aggressive show, yet not touching kneeling boy. And the crowd looked on amazed. The dragon should have ripped him apart by now.

Stoic had finally thrown open the outer gate and grabbed the inner portcullis, ready to heave it off it's hinges, only to be stopped by what he saw inside the arena. Hiccup lunged at the dragon's head, grabbing onto its horns. The unexpected weight slammed the head to the floor. Hiccup put one foot on the horns, holding it to the ground, while he reached around and began stroking the dragon's jawline. The dragon slowly ceased its struggling and finally went limp.

The crowd erupted into cheers … then went instantly silent again as the dragon stood up. Boy and dragon walked calmly, side by side to the dragon's pen.

Stoic opened the gate and silently walked up behind his son and the dragon until the beast was back in side its pen. He heard his son talking to it, "… and I'll be by with a basket of fish later." Stoic moved to the gate as his Hiccup put his back to the other gate and they closed it together. Hiccup looked up, surprised to see his father standing there. The two stared at each other as the log that held the pen shut slid into place. Neither could tell what the other was thinking. A variety of emotions passed across Hiccups face; shyness, pride, defiance, but, for once, his son did not look away. Stoic, himself lived up to his name; his hard eyes were unreadable.

Finally, Stoic turned to the Vikings above him, "Call a Council of Elders." He roared, and several Vikings moved to obey. Stoic put his arm around his son as they walked out of the arena together.


	4. Chapter 4

This story is going to deviate from the movie at a very common point. A single, small decision by another prompts Hiccup to change everything. Standard disclaimer: I own nothing.

Guiding Hiccup out of the arena, Stoic wondered about the changes in his son. Something had happened to him, like a great weight was put on his shoulders. His only clue was that it involved dragons. Whatever involved dragons involved the entire tribe. Now, Stoic had a deal to honor with his son and it galled him. Not the fact his son stood up to him, but that he had to operate on limited knowledge, which would now be only be given out sparingly by his son.

"Well," Stoic said, "if your intent was turn the world on its ear, you've done that." He had hoped to get a reaction out of the boy, but Hiccup kept his eyes on the ground in front of them. Stoic looked around at the crowd as they passed. Thankfully, most were in awe of what Hiccup had accomplished, some didn't seem to like it, a few even voiced how they were, "cheated out of a good dragon slaying."

"Lift your head up, son." Stoic admonished in a whisper, "You've done something no Viking has ever done before. Walk like you're proud of it." Hiccup's eyes snapped up to his father. His father had praised him so rarely, just to hear these words alone, Hiccup squared his shoulders and looked forward. Stoic gave a quiet grunt of approval.

The crowd continued to whisper, "Do you suppose he done it on purpose?" "What does it mean?" "Aren't we killing dragons anymore?"

The two Haddocks strode up to the mead hall where the meeting of elders is usually held. The other Vikings were not allowed to attend and a guard would be posted to prevent anyone from entering. The eldest members of each clan were in attendance as well as Gothi, Gobber, and Spitelout.

As soon as they were inside the door, Stoic grabbed Hiccup by the collar of his vest and steered him over to the corner near the door. "We need to talk." Stoic pushed him to a bench, "Take a moment to rest." Stoic took a seat on the bench next to it, mostly because he took up the entire length of the bench. "Son, what was that out there?"

Hiccup looked at his father. So the whole walk proud thing was just a show for the villagers. Still, his father didn't sound angry or accusing at the moment. "I told you, Dad. Everything we know about dragons is wrong. Besides, we have a deal, remember?"

Stoic wiped his face and beard in irritation, "I know. You will tell me when you are good and ready. Well, you had better be good and ready because the whole council will want answers. Right now, there are a lot of people out there that don't know what to think, and if you don't give them answers, then they will start making up answers."

"Come on, Stoic," called old man Mildew from the main room. "Some of us don't have all day. Let's see what your little hiccup has done this time." From the tone in his voice, you were sure he didn't use Hiccup's name.

Stoic gave a long-suffering sigh, "And he just made my point." He turned to look over his shoulder, "Keep your shirt on, you can live a little longer." He turned back to his son and said quietly, "We should be so lucky," which coaxed a smile from the boy. "Look, if you can't tell me anything about the dragons, just tell me this: what is your goal? What do you get out of all this?"

Hiccup looked up at his father and squared his shoulders, "I want Berk to be safe."

It wasn't the first time lately that his son made such a definite statement. It was a statement the large man could stand behind. And, he had to admit, seeing a side of his son that could be confident and commanding, he rather liked it. "If you're ready then," he said standing up.

Stoic led hiccup to the meeting table where everyone was seated on the opposite side, the fire in the center was only glowing embers, leaving the view of the elders unobstructed. Hiccup realized his father was right. You couldn't leave people in the dark and expect them to listen to you. How much to tell them was the question. Hiccup walked to the center opposite them and cleared his throat, "My name is Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third, son of Stoic the Vast. Oh hear his name and tremble, ugh, ugh." This did nothing for the elders except to make Mildew's wrinkly face even more wrinkly with a deeper scowl.

Hiccup quickly continued, "Close to the beginning of dragon training, one of my classmates urged me to take the training seriously by saying, 'Our parent's war is about to become our war,' and I had to think, 'that was a very strange thing to say.' To treat it like it was a family heirloom, or something. 'Look at this son.'" Hiccup pantomimed holding something in his hands and deepening his voice, "' This war has been in our family for generations. It was passed down from my grandfather to my father, and now, I pass it on to you. Take good care of this war, Son, and, one day, you can pass it on to your sons and to your grandsons.'

"The thing is, I don't want it. We have been fighting this war for seven generations with no end in sight.

"Reading through the book of dragons, it pretty much said the same thing for nearly all the dragons, 'kill on sight.' I began to think that perhaps that was the problem. We have been doing the exact same thing for three hundred years and getting the exact same results. It's insane."

"It keeps us alive, boy," said one of the elders.

"Yes. Yes, it does. But it doesn't solve the problem, does it? It doesn't end the war. We have to do something different in order to get a different result. Reading the Dragon Manual, I realized that so far, we've only had one view of dragons. We have only seen a dragon from behind a weapon." Hiccup held his fist up like he was holding a sword at the ready. "But what if we took a different view?" Hiccup opened his hand with his palm facing out, just as he did when he first touched Toothless.

"What, you want us to make friends with them?" Mildew sneered. "They are mindless beasts, boy! They are savage killers with no compassion or reason. And you want to play patty-cake with them and turn them into your playmates?"

"I already proved it could be done, just now. I was able to walk a 'savage killer' back into its pen without receiving a scratch, and without killing the dragon."

"Yeah, what sort of sorcery was that, anyway?" Mildew drawled. Immediately the council started muttering about dark magic. Even Stoic looked alarmed. Even the rumor that his son was dealing in the dark arts could easily turn the council into an angry mob. "What type of spell calms a mad dragon so suddenly?" Mildew continued.

"That was not magic. It was simple techniques that I could teach anybody. It's in the nature of dragons to react to how they are treated. You come at them ready to fight, they will fight back. You show them kindness, they will give kindness back."

"You're daft. Why in Hel's name would we even want to even consider making friends with those monsters? Our food supply is short as it is and you want to give it to those beasts till it runs out, then feed us to them as well, eh?" The council started muttering again. "That's it, isn't it? You're in league with the dragons. They sent you here to bring down Berk from within."

Hiccup was feeling a bit trapped as the council's talk among themselves against him. "You're not making any sense, Elder. Which is it?"

This caught Mildew off-guard. "Which is what?"

"Either dragons are mindless and savage or they are smart enough to communicate and clever enough to make a spy and saboteur out the chief's son. You can't have it both ways, so which is it? And when have you ever interacted with dragons beyond trying to kill them that you would find out, anyway?"

"Well, I… uh…" Mildew sat back down, not really having an answer. "Don't change the subject."

"Look, I'm not a fighter. You can just look at me to see that. In order to hold my own in Dragon Training, I had to find my own way to fight simply to be able to survive. And it worked. Not only that, it made me the best in the class. I even stood up to a monstrous nightmare."

"So, we use what you learned and find a better way to kill the dragons, hey?" said another elder, from the Thorston clan, if Hiccup remembered properly. "We get them eating out of one hand and whack off their head with the other. Sounds rather dishonest, hey? I like it." That comment got a few agreeable grunts from the rest of the group.

"What?! No. We can't do that. We need them." Hiccup exclaimed. He immediately realized he might have said too much.

His father was bit quicker on the uptake than the rest of the room, "You'd better explain that one, Hiccup. Why would Vikings 'need' dragons?" Stock watched as, once again, the world's weight seemed to settle on his son's shoulders.

"While I was studying the dragons, I found out something else. I know why dragons raid us. And it's not for food." Hiccup cut them off as they started to protest. "I should say, 'it' not JUST the food.' They are slaves." This stopped the Hooligan elders. The practice of slavery was a touchy subject to the tribe and has been for many generations. It was something the Hooligan tribe had been vehemently opposed to. "The dragons are slaves to a giant. If they don't bring enough food back, they will get eaten themselves. It lives with them right where they keep their eggs."

"You've been to their nest!?" Stoic roared, stalking toward Hiccup as he continued yelling, "How could you keep this from me!? Where is it? How did you find it?"

"No, Dad. You can't win. It's too big."

"I'll be the judge of that. Now tell me how to find it!"

"I can't. You'll die."

"Hiccup…" Stoic growled menacingly standing directly over his son.

"We had a deal."

"The safety of the tribe is more important that our deal."

"Why do you think I'm doing this? What else do I get out of this? We can't just charge into battle, it will crush us. I'm not going to let you go into a battle that you have no hope of winning. Even an alliance of tribes can't win this one. We need the dragons. I've seen it, Dad. If there was even a chance you could win…"

"We will win. We are not cowards to run from a fight."

"This wouldn't be a fight, it'd be a slaughter. You can't win this one, Dad. You need the dragons to even have a chance. What the Hel is so wrong with believing in me just once?" Stoic stared at his son in anger but didn't respond. "You know what? Fine. Imprison me. Banish me. Torture me. You do what you gotta do, but I am not about to hand you a sword just so you can kill yourself with it!"

Off to the side, next to the elders forgotten in the argument, Gothi rapped her staff loudly on the end of the table. Gobber stood next to her to read what she had written. "Stoic, you need to see this." Gobber moved to the side which, incidentally, blocked the view of the elders from reading it as well. The chief practically stomped away from his son. Standing behind Gothi he scowled at what he read. He looked at Gobber who simply shrugged his shoulders. He then looked at Gothi, who scowled back and slowly but firmly nodded.

Stoic took a deep breath and stroked his beard before looking at his son. "You really believe in this, don't you?"

"Believe me, if I could say say we could just ignore it and go about our business as usual, I would. But I have to think that thing is still growing, someday, there might not be enough food for it no matter how far the dragons can fly. Once the food is gone, it'll come after us. After all, we're made of meat… some more than others. And I agree with you, we can't just leave it there."

"And you think dragons will help."

"I know it, Dad."

Mildew spoke up, "You can't possibly be taking this seriously, Chief. Your boy didn't earn the name 'Hiccup the Useless' for nothin', lest we all forget. Berk doesn't need those pet dragons. The only way that scrawny boy of yours could have done what he did is though black magic."

"You're wrong. These are simple techniques that I could teach anybody. There is no magic involved."

"So you say." Mildew sneered.

"I can prove it."

"Pfah."

"I already proved it with the monstrous nightmare just now. You give me a group of volunteers and I will have them not only taming dragons, but riding them."

"Dreams and fairy-tales, boy. What sort of Viking would be stupid enough to…"

"Me! I would." "Me, too." "Me first." "I wanna ride a dragon." "I said I would." From out of their hiding spot behind a large ale keg, the pushing and punching Thorston twins erupted into their own personal brawl.

"So much for a closed meeting." Hiccup muttered. He'd seen the twins fight for the past several weeks, so this wasn't new to him. He looked around and the elders were watching the twins, seeming to wait for someone else to break them up. His father, on the other hand, was looking at him. The large man simply gestured toward the fighting duo; the message was clear. Your volunteers, your problem; you handle it.

Jumping into the middle of a twin brawl was never a good idea; even adults avoided it. Hiccup approached the dueling teens, "Come on you guys, break it up. We have to…"

A kick to his gut and a punch to his face set Hiccup back on his rump. Through his pain he heard a few quieted chuckles from the elders. They were all watching him, he realized. He turned to see even his Dad was watching him, though he the large man had moved closer to the group of teens than before. While the elders were watching in amusement, Stoics face held expectation. Hiccup realized that if he didn't get control of the situation, then his fight in the arena might be considered a fluke. The grin on Mildews face told Hiccup he was expected to fail. He had just calmed a raging monstrous nightmare, why not the Thorston twins as well?

Hiccup marched over to them and grabbed the horns of their helmets, and hauled them backward with all his weight, which only served to get their attention. "Knock it off," he yelled, "or neither of you is going to ride a dragon." Noting the fists they each had ready to strike him with, he added, "…ever!" He let go of the helmets with a little shove and the teens stood up.

"Wow," said Tuffnut, "you really do have a backbone. Who knew?"

"Yeah," Ruffnut agreed, "…it's kinda hot."

Where Tuffnut just looked menacing, Ruffnut looked downright predatory as they looked at him. It was making Hiccup rather nervous and he looked around for something to change the subject and got lucky. "What about you, Fishlegs? You want to join us?"

The large teen shyly shuffled his feet as he emerged from same hiding spot the twins had been using. "I-I don't know. I mean it sounds kind of dangerous."

"It's easier than you might think. And besides, just think of how much you could learn. Things a book can never show you because you actually experience it instead of reading it. You might even be able to write your own entries into the Dragon Manual."

Fishlegs got a far-away look in his eyes. "My own entry… All right, Hiccup. I'm in."

Hiccup turned to look at his father who seemed to swell with pride. Stoic turned to the elders. "You've all heard my son and seen he's capable of handling a dragon. Now we will discuss what to do about it." That was the cue for the arguing to begin as each elder was trying to be louder than the other as was their debate process.

Since the elders seemed intent on ignoring him for now, Hiccup turned to the teens when a thought crossed his mind, "Hey. Where's Snotlout? He's usually one of the first to sneak into stuff like this."

"Oh, Astrid said there was something in the forest she had to take care of," Ruffnut said.

"And Snotlout followed her." Tuffnut finished.

Hiccup paled the more he thought about it. "Oh, no. Fishlegs, tell my dad there's something very important I have to take care of." He said as he moved toward the large doors. "Tell him, I should be home before dark." He turned and ran out at a dead sprint.

"What was that about?" Tuffnut asked.

"I dunno." Ruffnut said, still looking at the doors Hiccup just ran out of.

"…and what did you mean by 'kinda hot'?" asked Fishlegs.
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	5. Chapter 5

This story is going to deviate from the movie at a very common point. A single, small decision by another prompts Hiccup to change everything. Standard disclaimer: I own nothing.

Hiccup bolted out of the mead hall nearly running into some random Viking. He barely uttered a quick, "Sorry," as he passed. After that he didn't acknowledge anyone greeting him, congratulating him or questioning him. He was doing was praying, fervently, that he was wrong. If he wasn't, someone could be really hurt, or even killed.

He didn't slow as he entered the forest. Speed was the one thing he had on his side as his small frame allowed his legs to carry him faster than a normal Viking. At least until he tripped over something that sent him tumbling into the ferns.

Hiccup would have ignored it, he wanted to ignore it, but whatever his foot hit was made of metal and so it was worth investigating. He found what he had tripped over easily enough; it was Snotlout's helmet. A close examination showed a fresh dent, metal on metal contact. That meant Astrid definitely had her axe with her.

A quick scan through the ferns revealed the unconscious form of his cousin. "Snotlout." Hiccup called. "Snotlout, speak to me."

The larger teen groaned and looked at Hiccup with unfocused eyes, "Momma, is that you?"

"You're fine." Hiccup dropped the helmet over Snotlout's face, turned and started running again. He prayed that this little stop wouldn't prove fatal.

Astrid crept up to the edge of the cliff that overlooked the inland cove where she had first seen Hiccup and his pet dragon. How dangerous could the beast be if Hiccup the Useless could overcome it? She admonished herself at that thought; even Terrible Terrors were dangerous if you took them for granted. This was a dragon that was not in the Book of Dragons and had unknown abilities. No matter. All she had to do was kill the dragon, bring back proof and all of that skinny dork's schemes would fall apart.

Astrid cautiously scanned the area for the black dragon she had nearly decapitated before (if that little punk hadn't gotten in the way). She smiled as the spied the beast in question as it appeared to be sleeping in the afternoon sun next to the pond.

She quietly backed away from the edge and made away and went around to the narrow ravine that Hiccup had used before when she first followed him here. The young shield maiden poked her head out to be sure her quarry still slept. She was confident of her skill to remain unnoticed as she crept along the water's edge, slowly making her way towards the beast. Soft footsteps barely stirred a pebble out of place. One good axe stroke should end this easily. If this were the night fury that Hiccup claimed to have shot down during the last raid, a confirmed kill would be greater than the monstrous nightmare that was kept in the training ring. Astrid would again be on top and she would fulfill her goal of being the best. A new legend would be born that would surpass even Valhallarama the Swift.

Astrid stopped and calmed herself. Becoming eager could cause a misstep and alert the dragon. With a deep breath, she stepped forward again. Only twenty paces to go, her axe was already in her hand. If she had any regrets…

"Astrid!"

… it was that she hadn't left the village sooner.

The dragon lifted its head at the sound of Hiccup's voice and spotting a Viking with axe in hand, leapt to its feet growling and ready in an attack stance.

When Hiccup called her name as he ran and Astrid stopped. He sprinted up to her, yelling "Astrid, what are you do doing? You can't…" His question died away as the boy finally caught up to look her in the face. It was the same face he had seen when he was announced the winner of the dragon training, only more purple. "Oh."

Astrid punched Hiccup with the shaft of her axe, though it was more of a shove to get him out of the way since she was more focused on the dragon. The black beast shot a bolt of blue flame at her which she deflected with the flat of her axe and leapt at the dragon her axe swinging.

Pain exploded in Hiccup's cheek sending him to one knee as Astrid jumped passed him. He stood up as Toothless backpedaled to avoid the axe. The dragon barked a short roar that Hiccup was beginning to recognize as his name. He obviously couldn't fight effectively with Hiccup in close proximity to the enraged shield maiden, but Hiccup knew he couldn't let this fight continue. The boy timed his move, avoided the backswing before he jumped on Astrid's back, pinning her arms to her side as he locked his hand together, "I won't let you do this!"

Astrid was so intent on the dragon in front of her that she underestimated the skinny mung-sucker, not expecting him to interfere again. She spun, in case the dragon decided to attack, it would hit Hiccup first. "Get off me!" She threw her head back, smashing the back of her head into Hiccup's face. This broke his grip and he fell away.

The moment before the angry Viking had a chance to turn around Toothless pounced, slamming into her and driving her face first into the ground and sliding a few inches. This enemy had come to his territory with weapon in hand and hurt his human friend. This was unforgivable.

Hiccup's adrenaline was already pumping as blinding pain exploded when Astrid's head connected with his nose. He landed on his rump as Toothless shot passed him, pinning Astrid to the ground. Time seemed to slow as Toothless reared his head exposing his teeth, ready to come down on Astrid's helpless form. Hiccup scrambled towards them and threw himself on top of Astrid's head and shoulders as he shoved his arm, elbow first, into Toothless' mouth.

"NO!" the boy shouted. Toothless' eyes went wide as the actions of his human friend shocked him out of his anger only barely retracting his teeth as he his jaws clamped onto his friends arm. Fear gripped his dragon heart. He had hurt his friend, his partner who brought him to the skies and had given him hope when he was sure a slow death was his only destiny. He was sure it was gone now, in one angry action; the hope, the freedom, the companionship, gone.

"Bud, it's ok." Toothless still hadn't moved, his jaws clamped on the arm of the boy. Hiccup knew the dragon could expose his teeth with a snap and shear clean though the bone in a single twitch but still, he forced himself to be calm, "It's ok. I'm not hurt." Toothless noted the blood that flowed from his friend's nostrils and couldn't help a small growl. His friend reached up his other hand and put in on the dragon's nose, "Shh. It's ok, it's nothing. Ok? Calm down now, yeah?" He rubbed the dragon's nose in a comforting manner. Forgiveness; this was what the non-Viking human offered and Toothless felt humbled by it. He whined an apology and released the arm in his mouth.

"Mm… ged oph meh." Astrid said, her face still pressed into the dirt and grass as Hiccup lay on her.

"Stay quiet, Astrid." Hiccup said in the same soothing sing-song tone he'd been using to calm the dragon with. Hiccup was almost sure things had gone from bad to worse. When dragon jaws had clamped on his arm, the only thing he could think of was the fish bitten in half when he first tried to meet his new friend. Now, Toothless released him arm. It was still sore and would definitely bruise, but it was better than he could have hoped for. "Good boy, Toothless," he said as he rubbed the dragon's head with both hands and the dragon seemed to enjoy the attention. "Now, hold her down, bud."

"What?!" Astrid screeched. She felt a paw shift to the center of her shoulders just below her neck as Hiccup rolled off her. The dragon growled a warning as she lifted her head to see Hiccup take hold of the axe she still had a firm grip on. She glared at him, communicating silently, "don't even think about it." But what she saw looking back at her was not what she expected. Hiccup's eyes were confident, steadfast, uncompromising and, yet, with a touch of sadness in them. She had seen these eyes before in his father, the chief, and it surprised her how much they were alike in that moment. He only held onto the axe as he stared back at her, with only the slightest pull as they each dared the other to back down. The dragon broke the stalemate with a slight growl as it curled its claws ever so slightly into the girl's back.

Astrid let her head fall back to the ground as she released her grip on her axe. She had lost… again.

Hiccup dragged the axe back away from the girl as he checked his nose; painful, but it didn't seem to be broken. "All right, bud. Let her up." Toothless complied, backing up a few steps to stand beside Hiccup. Astrid got to her feet, slowly as the dragon glared at her, almost daring her to try something stupid.

"Fine," she said, "you got me. So, now what?"

Hiccup checked his nose one last time, "Now, we talk."

"I've got nothing to say to you."

"Then just listen." Hiccup sighed, exasperated. "Astrid, you can't be doing things like this. You could have gotten yourself killed." He didn't get an immediate response out of the girl so he continued, "And for what, because I beat you in dragon training? Is that what this is about?"

"You are a liar. You're a cheat, and now you are a traitor."

"A traitor?"

"You made friends with our enemy. What would you call it? We're at war with the dragons and here you are turning one into a pet. We kill dragons. It's what we do. We're Vikings, in case you've forgotten. "

"Yeah, and where's that gotten us? Three hundred years of killing dragons and we are no better off than when we first landed here. And Toothless is not a pet; he's a friend. Yeah, I made a friend out of a dragon and you know what? I am better off for it." The girl continued to glare at him, unconvinced. "Look, haven't you ever wanted to see a dragon up close without fear or hate; to stand next to one without trying to plant an axe in its skull." Toothless growled, not liking the talk of killing again. Hiccup put his hand on his friend's neck to try and calm him. "Making peace with an enemy is called diplomacy. Not every war is won by destroying the enemy. Just by being here, Toothless proves that peace is possible. I _am_ on Berk's side, but you need to stay out of my way."

"And if I don't?"

Hiccup sighed. He hated making threats, especially if he couldn't keep them. Obviously, bodily harm was out of the question. He lifted the axe in his hands and examined it, "This is a good axe. Heavy."

Astrid's eyes got a wider at the implications, "Hey…"

"A lot of raw material here; this could be enough for a few candle holders, maybe a serving jug."

"You can't...," Astrid stepped forward but stopped as Toothless growled and took a step towards her as well. Hiccup looked up from his examination of the axe. "Hiccup, please. That was the last present my mom ever gave me."

Hiccup already knew this. Years ago, he had helped Gobber make this axe which had become Astrid's signature weapon. His mother, Valhallarama led the last adventure that Astrid's mother, Brunhilde, had been part of and now both are presumed dead. He knew what this axe represented and really had no intention of doing anything to it, but Astrid didn't need to know that.

"Then promise me. Give me your word that you won't attack me or Toothless ever again."

Astrid crossed her arms and turned her body to the side, looking at the ground. After a good long pause, she muttered, "I promise."

"Good." Hiccup said as he mounted Toothless' saddle. "I'll hold onto this, though, just to keep you honest."

"Hey!"

"You might not consider your word given to a 'traitor' worth keeping." Noting the glare that Astrid was giving him, he added, "Don't worry. I'll even sharpen and polish it up for you. You'll get this back when the time is right." Toothless warbled and Astrid could swear the beast was laughing at her. "I'd offer you a ride, but I don't think you'd accept."

Astrid stomped her foot, "Would you get the Hel out of here!?" Toothless leapt into the air with a shower of dust, leaving Astrid to watch them disappear over the treetops.

She had been beaten again. Maybe the dragon did make Hiccup stronger; he was definitely more confident. Then again it was just another way to cheat. Taking the axe her mother gave her was just an insult. Axe or no axe, a Hofferson never went back on their word and she wouldn't either.

Astrid turned to make her way home. Why did confidence have to look so good on a stupid beanpole, fishbone anyway? It just wasn't fair.
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	6. Chapter 6
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Night had just fallen when Hiccup finally made his way into the village. He and Toothless had spent a good portion of the afternoon finding a decent cave for the dragon to stay in, then came the tedious trek back to Berk. The long walk gave too much time for Hiccup's mind to play out scenarios of what horrors might be waiting for him in the village. What if Astrid had broken her word and rallied a lynch mob to tie him to wild yaks to be drawn and quartered while she looked on with sadistic glee? Or worse; if there could be a 'worse'.

He needn't have worried. The village was as quiet as it has always had been with only the guards making their rounds, congratulating him on his victory in the ring as he made his way home, "I never seen anything like it." Hiccup could only mumble out a thank you and hurry on; the adoration of the crowds was still something new to him.

Stoic raised his head as Hiccup opened the door. He was seated at the kitchen table with a mug of ale in one hand and a block of ice held to his forehead with the other. Hiccup knew this was a sign that his father was trying to calm himself after a stressful day.

"Where the blazes have you...?" his father's voice boomed but diminished as he groaned and leaned into his ice block. "You missed quite a roe. Where'd you git off to?" Stoic tipped his mug to his mouth only to find it empty.

Hiccup moved to take his father's mug from him and refilled it from the cask, "Sorry, Dad. Really. Something urgent came up that I had to take care of. I didn't mean to leave so quickly or to leave everything to you like that."

Stoic squinted, examining his son, "What happened to your face?" Hiccup could see slightly unfocused look in his father telling him that this wasn't his dad's first tankard of ale.

Hiccup reached up and touched his swollen nose, which made him wince. This, in turn, reminded him of his bruised cheek where the he'd been punched with an axe handle. "Girl trouble." He said, being deliberately vague.

His father grunted as though understanding and didn't pursue the matter, but took another long drink.

Hiccup walked over to take a seat next to his father closer to the fire. The large man was still in deep thought as he stared at the glowing embers. Hiccup decided to move the conversation back on track.

"So… what happened?" he asked.

"Oh, you opened a festering bucket of worms is what happened. There were the majority that wanted peace, even as you described it. 'War weary', I guess you'd call them. Then there were a very loud few what wanted revenge and were very loud about wiping dragons off the surface of Midgard. They… made me think of why I hate dragons."

"Dad, we can't…"

"I know, Son. No lectures right now, OK?" Stoic interrupted with another groan. "A chief cannot let personal feelings dictate policy for the tribe." With another swallow of ale, the big man sighed, "The council decided you should get your chance to train dragons like you wanted." Stoic spat the sentence out and drained the last of the ale from the mug. He stared at the bottom of his mug as though it held the answers he was looking for, and sighed. "I want you to know, Hiccup, that I really do support you in this. I don't like it; I don't want you to be in the ring with dragons. I don't want you anywhere near them, but I support you nonetheless."

"Thanks for…" Hiccup managed to swallow his sarcastic comment, deciding it was best to keep on a level conversation with a giant man when you didn't know how much he had to drink. "Just, 'thanks.' But I gotta ask 'why?' You could stop me with a word, why are you allowing me to do this?"

"A couple a' reasons. Your story is too fantastic, Hiccup, too crazy. If you hadn't taken down that nightmare in the ring, we wouldn't be having this conversation."

"Yeah, 'cuase I'd be dead." Hiccup couldn't stop himself that time.

Stoic's eyes whipped over to lock onto his son, a hint of fear flashed in them. "Don't get me started on that," he warned. "Fact is, if you hadn't handled that dragon, no one would give credit to your story. A giant that enslaves the dragons and only YOU know about him? Not so long ago you were the terror of the village. Everyone feared you with your strange inventions setting off mischief at every turn. Now, you are the celebrated 'dragon conqueror' who defeats dragons without killing them."

"They just can't get passed 'all this'," Hiccup said standing to his full, unimpressive height while flexing nonexistent muscles.

"I should call it off. In fact, I will call it off. Tomorrow…"

"What? Woah, woah, Dad," Hiccup interrupted. "This is not some game or fairy tale story. All that really happened. We need…"

It was Stoic's turn to interrupt his son. "There," he said, nearly touching Hiccup's nose with his finger as he pointed. "Right there. That is main reason I support you right there; 'serious face'. I have never seen you so focused or determined in all your life. I'm not sure how much credit I give to your 'giant' story, but I know you saw 'something'. An' whatever it was it scared you enough that you will take on the entire village an' all of Viking tradition in order to this village safe. That is why you have my support. Now, git to bed. You have dragon training tomorrow."

The next morning, Hiccup approached the table where the twins and Snotlout were eating. He still wasn't used to being greeted with such great enthusiasm, or any enthusiasm for that matter, but greeted them in kind anyway. They immediately started grilling Hiccup with questions.

"Are you really going to teach us how you did that thing with the monstrous nightmare?" Tuffnut asked.

"Yeah, that was really cool." Ruffnut said, leaning close. Her voice was in a low range that instantly made Hiccup nervous.

"Uh, yeah. After lunch we can meet in the arena again and I can show you."

"Whoa, what's this about? You're teaching? How's that make sense?" Snotlout asked.

"Oh yeah, you weren't there because you were chasing after _Astrid_." Ruffnut teased.

Tuffnut explained, "Even though Hiccup didn't kill the Nightmare, the council wants him to show us how he did what he did so we can kill dragons better."

"That's not…" Hiccup started.

"That's awesome." Snotlout talked over Hiccup. "I have to admit, when you first started dragon training I thought you were useless, now…"

"You are even worse than useless," Astrid said walking up to the group, "You are a traitor. If you guys want to learn from someone who conspires _with_ dragons then you won't even be considered a Viking anymore."

The group was silent for a moment before one voice spoke up.

"Wow, jealous much, Astrid?" Ruffnut said. "Losing to one of us would have been bad enough…"

"… But losing to Hiccup of all people must have really put a weasel in your pants." Tuffnut finished for her.

"Thank you for that wonderful vote of confidence." Hiccup mumbled

Astrid turned and looked like she was about to punch Tuffnut as Fishlegs stepped in between them. "Woah, woah. Peace, ok? Look, anything we can learn about dragons can only help us, right? If there is new knowledge about dragons then we ought to listen; at least give it a shot."

Snotlout draped an arm around Astrid's shoulder, "You don't need intelligence to kill dragons, Fishlegs…"

Astrid shook Snotlout's arm off, "Don't you get it? He's not going to teach you kill dragons at all."

"She's right. I'm not." Hiccup jumped in. "Try to imagine, instead of fighting against dragons, you are fighting with them, side by side as you face a common enemy."

The twins looked at the skinny teen with stars in their eyes, "So… much… destruction." "Yeah…" Even Snotlout seemed to have his chest puffed out a bit more as his limited imagination took over.

"This sounds good in theory," said the ever pragmatic Fishlegs, "but how, exactly, do you propose to get dragons on our side? Dragons aren't really known for their diplomatic skills."

"That, my dear Fishlegs, is what the dragon class is for."

"I'm in!" Ruffnut and Tuffnut called as one.

"You guys are idiots," Astrid made one more attempt. "The more you learn from him, the more you will be like him, and the more you are like him, the less of a Viking you become."

"Hello, 'him' is standing right here and can hear you." Hiccup said.

Snotlout stood closer to Astrid, "She's right. If you losers want to learn more about dragons, you follow Hiccup the Useless. As for me, babe, I'm all Viking." He said that last part to Astrid which made her recoil in disgust.

"Look, this is entirely voluntary. Be there or don't. We start after lunch." Hiccup turned as though he were going to leave, but walked straight up to Astrid. After a second of facing each other in a tense stalemate, Hiccup said, "Are you standing in my way?"

Astrid flinched recalling the threat against her Mother's axe and stepped aside, "By no means, oh, mighty dragon conqueror. I would never dream of such a thing."

Hiccup walked passed her without a word and was followed by the other teens. Astrid realized only Snotlout had not followed, but caught the longing on his face as he watched the other teens depart before covering it up, "Whew, thank the gods they are gone. We are much better off without those losers dragging us down, right babe?" Astrid wanted to hurl.


	7. Chapter 7

This story is going to deviate from the movie at a very common point. A single, small decision by another prompts Hiccup to change everything. Standard disclaimer: I own nothing.

Hiccup was glad the three teens had followed him as it meant he didn't have to carry four baskets of fish. He checked to see the sack of eels and other supplies were where he left them. What he didn't expect to see was his mentor standing next it.

"Gobber," Hiccup's greeting became a little less than enthusiastic as he noted the war axe attachment in place of the blacksmith's hand, "wh-what are you doing here?"

"I'm here to oversee your trainin'." Gobber said cheerfully, as he never seemed to notice Hiccup's less than welcoming attitude.

"Gobber, this is my class. Dad's letting me train…"

"Save your speeches, Hiccup. It was your Dad that sent me here, just in case something goes wrong, you know what I'm sayin'?" He held up his axe-hand to emphasis the point.

Inwardly, Hiccup groaned as he realized he'd have to accept the inevitable. "Fine, ok? But this is not helping," gesturing to the axe. "The sight of weapons makes dragons nervous. I can't have you waving your axe around while I'm trying to tame a wild dragon."

"You're not suggestin' I leave ol' Gertrude outside, are you?" Gobber was nearly threatening as he asked.

Gobber's habit of naming his weapons aside, "No, of course not. Just keep her… 'it' out of sight." Why was it always girl's names?

"And how do you propose I do that?"

"Hmm… ok. Just stand up against the wall here." Hiccup led Gobber to the wall next to the baskets of fish, then slid the larger man's axe-hand into the basket.

Gobber made a face as though his real hand were sliding through slime covered fish. "You could'a emptied the basket first."

Hiccup made an exasperated noise, "Urg, fine. I'll polish it up as good as new later, I promise. Just, whatever you do, keep that weapon out of sight. Please?"

"Alright," he said, walking up to the three teens, "let's get this show on the road. Thank you all for coming. You all left your weapons behind, like I asked you, right? Good. I'll skip the boring stuff since we all know why we are here."

"To kick major dragon butt." Tuffnut said.

Hiccup sighed, "No, that was last time. This time we are going to make friends with them."

"Phya-right!" Hiccup turned and looked up to see Snotlout was standing together with Astrid and was whispering something to her, some joke at their expense, no doubt, which he found amusing but she rolled her eyes and looked annoyed.

Fishlegs spoke up, "I still don't understand how you intend to do that."

"Dragons are much more complex than we ever really knew. Besides, this training will go beyond simple friendship. You will be earning the dragon's trust and even his loyalty."

"So when the time comes we can kick _other_ dragon's butt." Roughnut said, high-fiving her brother.

"Effectively, yes. Each of you will be paired up with a dragon." Hiccup turned to pick up his supplies from the sack of eels. "Who would like to go first?"

As the teens were following Hiccup over to his supplies, the twins had ended up on either side of Fishlegs. Without looking at each other, they booth put a hand on the larger teens back and shoved him forward while taking a step back. Fishlegs stumbled forward with only a quiet, "Hey," in protest. The twins were both looking at the sky in their best imitation of 'innocent'.

Hiccup stood up and turned back around. "Fishlegs! Great. I knew I could count on you. Have you decided on which dragon you would like to get to know?"

"But, I didn't… I mean, I don't…" Fishlegs floundered.

Unfortunately for the larger boy, Hiccup knew his friend well enough to know you'd never get a solid decision out of him if you didn't push him. "I always thought the gronkle would be best for you, since that is the dragon with the mildest personality."

"Are you kidding? Gronkles have a score of eight in jawstrength. You know what that means? It means the can chew rocks to powder. And we are here without any weapons!"

Hiccup takes Fishlegs hand and closes his meaty fist around an object, "Here, take this just in case things get out of hand."

"A tuft of grass? You aren't exactly instilling me with confidence here."

"Fishlegs, trust me." Hiccup said, tucking another tuft of grass into the larger teen's belt. "I've already faced the gronkle. It's nothing like what you think it is. But, you're right. This will take time. First, you need a peace offering. This dragon loves that grass. If it gets rowdy, just rub the grass on his nose."

"Rub it on …? You really expect me to stick my hand into the face of a boulder class dragon with a jaw strength…"

Hiccup had already opened the door releasing the gronkle. The dragon nearly bowled the teen over as it went passed him. To their amazement, it turned and looked at the skinny teen who was speaking to it softly with his hand out. The dragon slowly eased his nose onto the oustreached hand and sniffed. It seemed to get excited and started sniffing all of Hiccup, turning him in a circle.

Hiccup laughed, "I know what you're looking for, but I don't have any." The dragon stopped sniffing and looked crestfallen. "He does," he said, pointing right at Fishlegs. The gronkle instantly perked up at the news.

"What!?" Fishlegs squeeked.

The gronkle didn't bother to fly but trundled towards the large teen on its stumpy legs, seeming to Fishlegs to make a great rumbling racket with each step and it moved towards him like a juggernaut.

"Don't run, Fishlegs," Hiccup called, "use the grass." To which Fishlegs threw the grass in his hand to the side, hoping the dragon would go for it instead of him. "No, use the grass I put in your belt, rub it on his nose."

Fishlegs fumbled as he backpedaled, pulling the tuft of grass just in time and sticking it in the gronkle's face which stopped it in its tracks as it seemed to try and inhale the teens fist into its nostril. Taking the opportunity, Fishlegs rubbed the grass on and around the dragon's nose area causing the beast to keel over sideways in drunken contentment.

"Oh," Fishlegs muttered in shock, staring down at the dragon at his feet, "that's how you did that. Wait, this is what you used to take the gronkle down all those times? You cheated?"

"I told you." Astrid called and Snotlout laughed.

Hiccup had moved to pick up a basket of fish which he brought over to Fishlegs, but he stared at his friend looking slightly offended. "I went with what works," he said as he put the basket down.

"I can admire that," Ruffnut said and Tuffnut agreed. Glancing over, Hiccup could swear Ruffnut was staring at him with a somewhat predatory gleam in her eye with her hand on her hip in, what might have been, a sultry pose. But since when does Ruffnut ever do 'sultry'?

Hiccup forced himself back to the matter at hand, "Now for the next step. Show the dragon that it can trust you."

"Huh?" Fishlegs asked.

"Show it some affection; scratch its head, rub its belly, prove to it that you can touch it gently without having a weapon in your hand or being aggressive. And when it comes around feed it some fish to let it know it can rely on you."

So, Fishlegs proceeded to do just that and a low rumble seemed to emanate from the core of the beast. "Is it… purring?" The gronkle lifted its head to look at the human who was scratching that hard to reach spot and it felt so good. Fishlegs stopped as he looked into the dragon's eyes, which seemed to capture him and draw him in. "Aw, you really are something, aren't you?" The dragon let its head fall back down as its tongue spilled out of his mouth in contentment. Fishlegs took a fish from the basket and, holding it by the tip of the tail, put it in the gronkle' mouth. It didn't clamp down on the fish like the boy was expecting, but slurped the fish passed its meaty lips and chewed a couple of time before swallowing. Fishlegs kept one hand rubbing and scratching the rough scaly hide as the other reached for another fish. All the while the gronkle was being pambered and looked to be loving it.

Seeing that things were going well for Fishlegs, Hiccup turned to the other teens, "Who's next?"

That innocent question immediately started a fight, "Me!" "I'm next." "No, I am." "I said it first." And the shoving match ensued.

"Guys! Enough already. Do you at least know which dragons you want?" Surprisingly, they stopped long enough to listen to the question.

"I want the…" Ruffut is shoved to the ground by her brother before she finish.

"…the Nightmare! Oh, yeah! In your face" Tuffnut shouts to his sister.

"That's not the one I wanted, anyway, genius." She said getting up.

"Yeah, that's right. The strongest, deadliest, most powerful, greatest of dragons is only meant for the greatest, most powerful and deadliest of Viking. That's me."

Although not impressed with Tuffnut's rantings, Hiccup heard the one thing he really didn't want to hear.

"Hold it. Wait a minute." Snoutlout said as he dropped to the arena floor. Astrid was left alone outside looking shocked as her last suddenly defected to the other side. "If that dragon goes to the best Viking, then that only means me. The one and only, Snotlout."

"But you're not even part of dragon training." Tuffnut protested.

"I am now. You got a problem with that?" Tuffnut immediately backed down with Snotlout in his face. "I didn't think so. So, come on. Open the door and bring that bad boy out."

Hiccup really, and most seriously, did not want to deal with this. It felt as though the weight of everything he's worked for hinged on his next words. And with Berk's future and safety hanging in the balance, there was only one answer.

"No."

The entire arena, as well as the spectators, were stunned into silence and time, itself, seem to suspend any action for a moment.

"What did you say?" Snotlout asked dangerously.

"I said 'no', you are not part of this class. Get out of the arena."

"Hey, you wanted volunteers so I'm volunteering. Now quit wasting time and bring out my dragon." Snotlout was shaking out his limbs not even aware of how everyone was staring at him.

"This is not about getting a dragon, Snotlout," Hiccup said, "this is about protecting Berk."

"Why are you nitpicking the details? Now come on."

"No, Snotlout. That's just it. You are not here for Berk. You are here to play your stupid adolescent games of one-upmanship. Just to try to prove you are better than everyone else."

"That's because I am better than anyone else."

"Grow up, Stotlout. This is beyond those stupid childhood antics and it is certainly above your overinflated ego. You keep going on about how you know best."

"I am the best."

"That, right there. That attitude is what's going to get one of us killed. I'm the one who won the dragon competition, I'm the one who beat the monstrous nightmare, and I'm leading this class. We are trying to turn wild dragons into tame dragons, and the moment you begin to think you don't have to listen to a useless, motherless, talking fishbone of a loser like me is the moment someone will die." It wasn't lost on anyone listening that the list Hiccup described himself with was repeatedly used by Snotlout to tease and bully the skinny teen.

"Pft, whatever."

"No, not whatever. The only way you get to stay is if you swear you will listen to me and do exactly what I say."

"Fine, I promise. Can we do this already?"

"No. I mean it, Snotlout." Hiccup started slowly stalking towards the teen as he spoke. "Swear it. Swear by Odin's missing eye. Swear it on your father's honor. Swear it on your mother's life. Swear it on anything and everything you hold sacred and make me believe it. Swear that you will listen to me and obey my every word. If you can't, then get out of my arena."

The intensity that Hiccup displayed seemed to sap any form of dishonesty from Snotlout. The burley teen looked up at Astrid, who was standing there with her mouth open. He looked at Tuffnut, who was smirking at him the same smirk he usually had when they had Hiccup cornered. He looked at Gobber, who was looking at Hiccup with no small amount of pride. He looked at Fishlegs, who was sitting crosslegged taking bites out of a salmon while absently dropping small rocks into his gronkle's mouth, both of them wide-eyed as they watched the drama unfold in front of them. He looked over at Ruffnut who was staring at Hiccup with a look on her face that… ok, he didn't know what that look was, but it was creeping him out. It became obvious to Hiccup's former bully that he wasn't going to any support from anyone.

"I don't need this." Snotlout pushed passed Hiccup heading towards the arena entrance. "Astrid's right. If you losers want to learn from a loser like him," he gestured toward Hiccup as he continued to back up to the exit, "then he's going to make even bigger losers out of all of you. That's right. Loser number one," he pointed at Hiccup then started pointing to each person in the arena in turn, "loser number two, loser number three, loser number four, and…"

"You don't want to complete that sentence." Gobber threatened. He didn't move from his spot on the wall, but it was enough.

Snotlout turned back towards the teens, "Losers, all of you! Snotlout is out!"

As soon as his cousin was out of sight, Hiccup put his hands on his knees and started deep breathing exercises to prevent himself from hyperventilating.

"I can't believe you did that." "That was amazing." "Who knew you had it in you?" The teens rushed forward to give support and congratulations and even the gronkle accompanied Fishlegs to share in the good will but barely anyone noticed.

"It was like you were channeling the spirit of your father," Tuffnut said, "only without him being dead, you know."

"I don't know where you got your confidence from," Ruffnut told him, "but it looks good on you. You should keep it."

"It comes from a healthy dose of fear, actually." Hiccup confessed. He took a deep breath to steady himself. "Alrighty then, let's get Tuffnut his dragon. Fish, could you take your dragon back to the wall again, please."

"Sure thing, Hiccup,"

"Actually, about that," Tuffnut said. "That thing you said to Snotlout about why we are doing what we're doing? I don't really remember it all, but it got me to thinking. Uh, wait. Give me a minute…"

"Oh, come on." Ruffnut complained.

"Oh, yeah. I don't think the monstrous nightmare is for me."

"Wow, really?" Hiccup was secretly relieved. He didn't think Tuffnut playing pranks on the town with a monstrous nightmare in tow was a good idea either.

"I'll take the zippleback instead.'

"Uh-uh. No way." Ruffnut cut in to the conversation, "You had your chance to choose but now it's my turn and the zippleback is mine."

Tuffnut threw his hands up, "Fine. I'll ride the zippleback with her."

"No, no, no, NO. I said the zippleback is mine."

"It has two heads, genius. You take one and I'll take the other."

It looked like Ruffnut was about to pounce on her brother to try and knock some sense into him, with her fist to his face, repeatedly. Instead, she glanced at Hiccup, then to her brother, back to Hiccup, and back again. Finally, she took a deep breath and spoke with fasle sugary sweentess, "Tuffnut, repeat after me. 'A dragon of my own.'"

"'A dragon of'… what?"

"'A dragon of my own,'" Ruffnut repeated. "'Ruffnut gets the zippleback and I want a dragon of my own.' Say it."

"'A dragon of my… my own.'" You could practically see the gears in Tuffnut's head turning as something finally clicked into place. "My own dragon! Hiccup, I'll take the deadly nadder."

Ruffnut finally relaxed. "That is a good choice," She said, pleased with herself as she went to stand by the wall with Fishlegs.

"It is because it has the word 'deadly' in its name. It's so totally me."

"Ok, then." Hiccup said, "One deadly nadder coming up." He gave Tuffnut a tuft of grass to put in his belt and handed him a fish for a peace offering before opening the nadder's door. Moving slowly, he walked backwards, hand outstretched, talking softly to the blue dragon as he led it to the center of the ring. He replaced his hand on the nadder's nose with Tuffnut's. "Keep talking. It seems kind of nervous. Try giving it compliments." Hiccup went to retrieve a basket of fish and the sack of eels, just in case.

Tuffnut held out the fish, but the nadder pointedly ignored it. "Ok, um. Wow. I-it's good to meet you, nadder. I am Tuffnut and I will be your trainer." The nadder bristled a bit, but continued contact with the twin's hand. Luckily Tuffnut seemed to recognize his mistake. "I'm glad to be working with such a fine looking dragon as you." The nadder visibly calmed down at this, giving Tuffnut some confidence. "Wow. I mean, yes. That's it. Nice and calm, you can trust ol' Tuffnut. See? You're a good boy, aincha?"

The nadder immediately bristled and the spikes on its tail pop to stand straight up.

"Girl!" Tuffnut correct himself. "I mean you're such a good girl." Hiccup had an eel halfway out of the sack and Gobber had taken a step away from the wall before they both stopped. Tuffnut's quick correction may have been the only reason the nadder's nose was still in contact with the twin's hand. "Yes, you are such a good and... and beautiful girl dragon that I am honored to work with you." He moved along the side of the nadder, never losing contact with his hand along her side. She was still tense and stood stock still except for her watchful eye on the Viking youth. "You are far too tense, I think. You don't need these while I'm around. Let's just put these away…" Tuffnut smoothed out the spines along the dragon's tail and the nadder relaxed, eyes rolling in bliss at the attention. "There's a good girl." He offered the fish once more which she finally accepted.

Hiccup approached with a basket and put it by Tuffnut. "Good job, Tuff. I think she likes you. Here, give her another fish and see if you can lead her over to the wall."

Hiccup was feeling pretty good about himself; two tries, two successes. He motioned Ruffnut out to the center of the ring. She ran up to him, nearly jittery with anticipation. "I am so ready for this, you have no idea," she said.

Hiccup looked at her as he handed her two tufts of grass, "Put these in your belt where you can grab them quickly if you need them. Are you feeling ok?"

"I don't know. I'm nervous, I think." The more she thought about it, the more green she got. "I may just puke." Without warning, she let out a long, noisy belch that made Hiccup sidestep and cover himself just in case anything came out. Off to the side, Tuffnut laughed and his nadder warbled along with him. Ruffnut put her hand over her mouth and looked apologetically at Hiccup. "Yeah, I feel better now."

"Um, ok. Take a few breaths and calm yourself. I have the feeling this zippleback is going to be a bit trickier that the others. So, it's important not to show fear." He handed her a fish. "Are you sure you want the zippleback?"

"Absolutely. I know it might be harder than the others, but that's the point, right? Besides, you'll be there to help me with it, won't you?" She moved in closer to emphasize her question.

"Yup." Hiccup said quickly. "I'll be right behind you." Hiccup took this moment to escape, walking over as casually as he could to Tuffnut.

"Listen. If things go wrong, I need you to protect your dragon from whatever I do." Hiccup didn't want to mention the eels while the deadly nadder was in earshot. "Just stand between her and me, got it?"

"Yeah, I think so." It was the best Hiccup could hope for. He repeated the same instructions for Fishlegs before pulling an eel out of the sack and draping it around his neck and tucking it under his vest.

"More cheating?" He heard Astrid's voice taunting him from above.

Hiccup gave her a lopsided smile, "A safety precaution, actually." He took his sack of eels with him as he opened the door for the zippleback. The large dragon slowly came out observing the entire arena where the gonkle and nadder were being hand-fed by Vikings, the hairy-faced Viking near the wall and the smaller Viking moving to stand behind a female Viking in the center of the arena, holding a fish.

"Hey, there big fella," Ruffnut said as the two headed dragon approached her slowly. "I have something for you. You feeling hungry?" She held out the fish. The heads of the zippleback looked at her and the fish, respectively, then at the nadder and gronkel, then at the fish and her again. One of the heads bent down to take the fish, but Ruffnut pulled it back, holding out her other hand to touch its nose. It regarded her outstretched hand and moved to touch it when the other head butted it aside and snapped at the fish.

Ruffnut dove away from the aggressive head as the other head fought back, knocking the aggressive one off its target, its teeth snapping inches away from the girl. Then both heads turned, ready to lunge at the fish together.

"Hiccup!" Ruffnut cried out in panic.

Gobber and Hiccup both moved, but Hiccup was faster, throwing an eel to slap one of the heads in the face. It jumped backwards impressively as the eel slid to the ground. Hiccup thew another one on the ground closer to it before running at the dual-headed dragon while lifting up the collar of his vest and flaring it like a pair of wings, exposing the eel around his neck. "Back!" he shouted. "Into your cage, get back!" He closed the door on the dragon as quickly as possible.

Hiccup walked back to Gobber who had only made it to the middle of the arena, but still sported a basket of fish on axe hand, unable to free it. "Thanks for keeping it hidden, Gobber."

"Don't mention it." The older Viking replied dryly.

Hiccup glanced up at Astrid in time to see her pull herself back through the ironworks and sheath the sword she'd been carrying. She really was waiting for something to go wrong, Hiccup thought to himself.

With a sudden yell, Tuffnut threw himself on one of the eels, wrestling and punching the dead eel into submission before throwing the eel out of the arena. Hiccup put the other eel in his sack as Tuffnut turned back to his nadder, "Ha! See, I protected you." Hiccup rolled his eyes but nearly panicked as the nadder pounced on Tuffnut and proceeded to lick him in enthusiastic gratitude.

Hiccup looked over to Fishlegs to find the large teen had draped his body over the face of his gronkle to block his view. "Is it gone?"

"Yeah, it's gone, you can ease up." Hiccup said.

He finally went over to Ruffnut still catching her breath on the ground and offered her and hand up, which she took. "I don't understand. I did the same thing they did. What went wrong?"

Yes, I'm deviating from the cannon. Mixing up the dragons and riders is the first major change I'm making and no, I have no intention of changing it back.


	8. Chapter 8
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For Midoriko-sama and others worried about Astrid, don't worry. I love her as a character, but she does have some issues to work through. Her roll in this is not done.

To address my update schedule, I have none. I've had these scenes floating in my head for the past year and I am glad I decided to finish that one scene that was blocking me, even though it wasn't exactly what I wanted. I have another scene that could potentially block me again with our gang camping in the woods. Suggestions are welcome. But I feel good and I'm on a roll and I want to take advantage of it. So even though I don't give myself deadlines, I hope to get the next one out soon.

Ruffnut was bored out of her skull. Sitting on a wall and watching Hiccup polish Gobber's axe while supposedly 'observing' the zippleback, which was loose in the arena, was not the makings of a great date, in her opinion. Ok, that wasn't always her opinion, but it was now.

In the time between lunch and dinner, the boys in the class stayed with their respective dragons until up till the last minute. Gobber stayed near the wall, though he nearly fell asleep from boredom while trying to keep a constant vigil. Interestingly, it seemed Astrid did the same, only without nodding off. Hiccup recruited Ruffnut into helping him clean out the cage cells of the boy's dragons. Hiccup kept up a steady stream of banter and even managed to be funny once in while which helped keep Ruffnut from complaining the entire time. She would have complained more if it didn't seem that Hiccup was doing most of the work without any complaints at all. Honestly, she didn't think he'd be doing any of the working, considering his "I'm in charge" speech to Snotlout only an hour before. Watching him work now was… admirable. After putting the nadder and the gronkle back in the pens, Hiccup poured the remaining two baskets of the fish down the feeding chute of the zippleback and nightmare before breaking for dinner.

"Hiccu-u-u-u-up!" Ruffnut whined. "What are we doing here again?"

"I told you. We're observing the zippleback, looking for anything that might help us in taming it," he said without looking up from the axe he was working on.

With a dissatisfied sigh, Ruffnut turned back to the dragon in the ring. She thought back to dinner when Astrid caught her alone at her table. The boys had already ate and left, talking nonstop about dragons with Snotlout in tow. Ruffnut had hung back with Hiccup to discuss things and agreed to meet after dinner for their dragon date. Hiccup went to the forge after that.

"Oh, Hiccup," Astrid said as she sat down, speaking in a high-pitched, overly dramatic style, "please save me. I can't tame the big bad zippleback on my own. I need a strong, sensitive and intelligent _man_ like you to help me."

"Shut up. I do not sound like that."

"You certainly acted like that. What's your game, anyway? What do you get out of playing nice with Hiccup?"

"Duh, a badass dragon? Besides, there's bound to be some benefits to dating the chief's son."

"So, you're using him."

Ruffnut seemed to seriously consider the question, "Oh, I don't know about that. I mean, he is cute, in a way. Smart, but not overly intelligent like Fishlegs. And definitly not self-absorbed, like Snotlout."

"That's because he hasn't got much to begin with." Astrid muttered.

That comment didn't sit well with Ruffnut for some reason. "Speaking of being self-absorbed, you and Snotlout would make a great match. You have something in common that way."

"Don't you ever say my name and Snotlout in the same sentence again." Astrid hissed. "And I'm not self-absorbed."

"Oh, please," Ruffnut laughed but let it drop; there were more important things to tease Astrid about. "I will say one thing. Once Hiccup hits that confidence streak of his, he becomes super hot. It's like you expect 'scrawny Hiccup' to break way like an egg shell and 'manly Hiccup' will step out and take charge, you know?"

"Yeah, like you're witnessing the beginnings of something great but you don't know what to do with it." Astrid muttered, with a slightly pink tinge to her cheeks. Something Ruffnut did not miss.

"Too bad you've been such a bitch to him; you might have had a chance."

"Hey, you haven't exactly been all sunshine and flowers up till now either."

If that one barb bothered her, Ruffnut didn't let it show. "Hmm. Y'know, I just realized something but I really don't get it. You and Snotlout really are one of a kind."

"I told you not to say that!"

"I mean, Snotlout's been picking on Hiccup for years telling him not to be weak, don't be a screw-up, and stop being useless. But now that Hiccup actually has something to be confident about, you want to put him down and shove him back into that place where he can be picked on again. Why do you hate him so much?"

"I don't hate him." Astrid said quickly and realized that she really didn't, which took the edge off her outburst, "I - I just don't agree with him. He's going to get someone killed. He almost got you killed today, in case you forgot."

"Well, I didn't get killed because Hiccup had my back. But you have to stop being a hypocrite and decide, do you want a useless Hiccup, or a confident Hiccup? You can't have both." Ruffnut gathered the remains of her meal and stood up to leave but bent down to whisper in Astrid's ear. "I should say, 'you can't have either.' I mean, it has a nice ring to it, right? 'High Maiden Ruffnut Haddock, the chief's wife.'"

Ruffnut smiled as she remembered the look on Astrid's face as she danced away from the table, like she was going burst a blood vessel.

A roar from the zippleback brought her back to the present and its crushing boredom of her non-date with a skinny dragon teacher.

"Hiccu-u-u-u-up!" Ruffnut whined again.

"Ok, done." Hiccup said holing the gleaming axe-head free of any potential rust and shining with a fresh coat of oil to protect it. He put it down and joined Ruffnut on the wall overlooking the arena and the two-headed dragon below. "All right, so what have you learned?"

She wanted to punch him, she really did. But maybe sarcasm was a release for violence, "I learned that watching a dragon in a cage is as boring as watching you polish Gobber's axe." Nope, she still wanted to punch him.

"So, what's it been doing down there?"

"It's a normal dragon doing normal dragon stuff. Can we go, already?" Patience wasn't a virtue anymore. Patience was for idiots.

"What kind of stuff?" Ruffnut looked like she was about to stand up when he put his hand on her wrist to stop her. "Woah, wait, please. Just humor me a little while longer. Please." The female twin made a face but relented. "Tell me everything it's been doing, even the small things might be important."

"It's been doing the same thing since we let it loose. It walks around the arena, talking to itself. Blah-blah, blah," she holds up her hands like puppets talking to each other, "and 'Blah-blah, blah' and then they fight." Her two hands start wrestling with each other. "And it's almost sun-down and it's still doing the same thing," she finished with irritation.

Hiccup seemed to think about it, "But why do they fight?"

"Probably because one of 'em said something stupid, as usual."

"'…as usual'? What do you mean?"

"Well, the two heads are like twins, so they fight. It's normal."

"Why?"

"Duh, because they're twins. It's what twins do."

"But w...?"

"You ask why again and swear to Thor I'll punch you in the face, Hiccup."

"Okay, okay. But seriously, I'm an only child so I sincerely have no idea. So, please, explain it to me."

It was really weird for Ruffnut. Here's Hiccup looking at her with expectant eyes, truly valuing her opinion, and she appreciates him for it because that's something very few people do. They are having a real conversation longer than just a few sentences and now she doesn't know how to answer his question.

"I don't know. Usually one of us will say something stupid or start teasing the other and then we fight. No big deal. It's normal."

"Doesn't your mom try to stop you from fighting?"

"I think she encourages it, like we are supposed to be one person."

"Huh?"

"Me and Tuffnut, we have 'our' spoon, 'our' bowl, 'our' stuffed yak; we've had to share everything. It's been that way all the time growing up."

"What does your mom do when you guys get too loud?"

"She doesn't do anything. She just kind of smiles and gets this far away lookin her eyes, like she's not really there, and keeps cooking or cleaning or whatever. 'Play nice, you two.'"

"What about your dad?"

"Oh, if we get too loud, Dad will kick us out the back door and yell at us to go make noise somewhere else. We just hope he's not wearing his heavy boots when he does." She rubbed her backside to make her point.

"So, I guess that explains why you wanted a dragon of your own."

A moment of silence passed between the two. The sun had just touched the horizon on the other side of the arena.

"I was thinking, Hiccup." She started nervously. "You know, from the beginning, I had this thought. That zippleback is like normal dragons, right? But with two heads. What if it takes two people to control it? Maybe we… you and I, we could work together, one on each head, you know? We could…"

"I don't think so, Ruff." Hiccup said, still staring down into the arena pit, deep in thought.

"Oh." Ruffnut felt her chest tighten with Hiccup's rejection. Was it because of all the times she took part in teasing Hiccup all those years? It wasn't 'teasing,' it was 'bullying.' Her and Tuffnut and Snotlout, they bullied Hiccup. Call it like it is. That thought was enough to make her feel like crap. Rejected crap at that. She looked over at her former victim; he didn't look angry, but then he almost never did. Plus he was still here with her. That had to count for something, right? This long silence was starting to get to her.

"So, when are you going to tame it?"

"What?" Hiccup looked up at the unexpected question.

"The monstrous nightmare, you're saving it for yourself, right? When are you going to tame it?"

Hiccup laughed, "I'm not going to tame the nightmare."

"Huh? So, so you're a dragon trainer without a dragon. That sounds a bit farfetched to me."

He laughed again and seemed to get little nervous, "Don't worry, I got that part covered." But he refused to elaborate beyond that.

Ruffnut didn't want the silence between them to return, so she tried again, "Do you think I should switch to the nightmare?"

"Not yet," Hiccup said. "We'll hold off on that unless we have to. But, I think you're right, those zippleback heads are like you and Tuffnut. Have you ever noticed that when you and Tuff fight, that it's just the two of you?"

"Of course it's just the two of us. Yeah, ok, a brawl would be fun, but…"

"No, I mean you two exclude everyone else just by fighting each other; blocking everyone else out so it's just you and Tuff, alone, even in a crowd. I think it's part of what keeps you close as brother and sister."

"'Part of what keeps us close…'? Yeah, ok, I can see that, kinda. But, I'm not sure I really get it."

"Look at it this way. What if you and Tuff were fighting and a third person came in to join the fight or to split you up?"

"Well, we'd turn on him and work together to… woah." She made as thought pound her fist into her palm, but stopped and slowly turned to look at the zippleback. "You're sayin' I'm that third person?"

"Yeah. You got it."

"So, then, it's impossible, right?"

Tuffnut came running up the pair, "Hey Ruffnut, Mom sent me to find you, says it's getting late."

"Just give us one more minute, Tuff." Hiccup said.

"All right, but if you two kiss, I'm going to hurl."

Hiccup rolled his eyes and turned back to Ruffnut who was blushing and glaring daggers at her brother. Hiccup pushed forward anyway, "I don't think it's impossible, Ruff. But, as your instructor, I have some homework for you."

"Aw, come on. Really? What makes you think I would even do it?"

"Well, I can't force you, of course. It'll depend on how bad you really want this?" He said gesturing down to the dragon in the arena.

"Aw, man." Ruffnut complained.

The next day, Hiccup spent the morning with Toothless and was back in time for dragon training after lunch. He looked around the arena feeling pretty pleased with himself. Fishlegs and Tuffnut had their respective dragons out of their cages with no re-introductions necessary. Gobber was back against the wall again, with his axe in an empty basket this time. Astrid was still on the wall above watching over them. Snotlout, as of yet, was nowhere to be seen. Ruffnut was waiting in the center of the arena with a basket of fish beside her.

"You ready?" Hiccup asked her.

"Ready as I'll ever be," Ruffnut replied.

Giving her the tufts of grass and final instructions to Tuffnut and Fishlegs, Hiccup opened the door and took his place behind Ruffnut with his sack of eels. The zippleback was eyeing Hiccup warily as Ruffnut tried to get their attention with a fish.

"Come on, big guy. That's it. I have something you want." One head looked down to inspect Ruffnut but the other refused to look away from Hiccup the Eel Master. "Hey!" Ruffnut lowered the fish out the zippleback's reach and whistled to get the other head's attention, "You too. Look over here." She picked up a second fish. Now she both of theirs attention, with a heave, she threw both fish into the air well separated from each other before they had a chance to start fighting about it.

Hiccup's assignment had much simpler than she had anticipated.

Ruffnut took out two more fish, "You want some more? I got some." The zippleback bent down but Ruffnut knelt and put both fish on the ground before raising her hands. "I want to get to know you guys, so if you want more you have to get to know me first."

Hiccup had her think about things her mother could have done to get the twins to stop fighting. The first thing she thought of was to give them both things equally.

Both heads approached her hands slowly. Then something happened that she hadn't anticipated but recognized immediately. The two heads glanced at each other. It was a twin signal. Her and Tuffnut had been using these same silent signals to coordinate their movements when pulling off pranks.

One head tried to duck under her hand to get to the fish, but she already stepped in front, "Uh-huh, no you don't." The other head immediately reached over top of her reaching for the same prize. "Don't you start either." Ruffnut kicked the fish underneath her to stand over them.

The second thing about her mother was the fact that she let them get away with pranks and destruction. Therefore, don't let them get away with anything.

This scared the crap out of her since there was nothing that said the dragons couldn't just smash her out of the way to get what they wanted. Nevertheless, she stood her ground with her hands outstretched. The zippleback heads withdrew contemplating its next move.

Again, they glanced at each other and one of them nodded. The twin signal again, this time they were upping the ante. Green gas poured out of the mouth of one that quickly enveloped the area.

Ruffnut knew this was diversion, a smokescreen. She scooped up the fish and the basket and ran fast to the side of the gas spewing head, away from the incoming head she knew would be looking for the fish. The gas covered her escape as well. The sparking head growled in frustration at not finding the girl or the fish.

"Over here." Ruffnut called. She caught Hiccup's eye as he moved towards them with his sack of eels and she shook her head. The zippleback ruffled its wings, clearly agitated at being denied the fish and nearly charged towards Ruffnut.

"Stop!" she commanded and the zippleback did. "Hup!" with an effort, she held out both of the fish both of the fish at arm's length, which was not easy to do with fish this size. The heads gingerly took the fish from her and she was able to give their chins a scratch before they could retreat. "There now, that's not so bad. Do you want some more?"

One head immediately opened its mouth and presented it to her for her to fill. The other hit the first, chirping at it as though chastising it for trusting her. This started a fight.

"Hey!" she shouted again. "Hup," she hefted two more fish which the one head immediately took and didn't move back when she put her hand on its nose and started rubbing. The other head took longer to take the fish, but even though it seemed more nervous, also didn't pull back when touched him. "You guys are awesome." Ruffnut said with a smile as she rubbed both of their faces.

She pulled out two more fish, "Hup" she lifted, but both fish dropped from her fingers. The dragon heads raised up expectantly but when the fish hit the ground neither one moved. Ruffnut lowered her hands to pick up the fish and the heads followed her movement, lowering to the ground as well. She thought this was very odd and her curiosity got the better of her.

Without grabbing the fish, she lifted her hands over her head again with a, "Hup," and both heads lifted again. She lowered one hand, one head lowered while the other remained up. She switched arms and the heads exchanged positions. She held her hands straight out the side and the dragon's heads spread wide apart. At this point she greatly, very greatly, resisted the impulse to clap her hands together. So much so a shiver ran down her spine.

Instead she grabbed the fish and heaved them into the air to be caught by the heads. Once they were swallowed, Ruffnut began stomping a rhythm with her foot. As expected, the dragon copied her. She raised one arm, "Hup," the dragon copied her with a head, she raised her other arm, "Ho!" the dragon followed suit. She started backing up and the dragon followed her. She turned around and started walking in a high stepping march with the zippleback copying her steps and arm movement. "Hup, hup. Ho-ho, hup. Hup!" She'd stop on one foot, hold it for a beat, the dragon lightly protested the change in tactic, but kept the rhythm, "Hup."

Walking passed Fishlegs and the gronkle, Fishlegs noticed his dragon bobbing his head to Ruffnut's beat. With a smile he stood up and got in line behind the zippleback. His gronkle got in line behind him without hesitating and did his best to copy the movements of the others, swaying his head from one side to the other or straight up if both of Fishleg's arms were up, since neither of them could see Ruffnut, they were copying the zippleback.

It didn't take much more than a look between Tuffnut and his nadder for them to join in as well, with the nadder lifting her wings in place of the head motions.

Hiccup looked in wonder at their little impromptu game of 'follow the leader' wondering how it had come to this. He looked up to find their mini-parade was drawing even more spectators than normal and he couldn't help but smile. This would definitely help improve the relations between dragon and Viking. To be fair, there were a few faces that showed more disgust than wonder, Astrid's being among them. With a shrug of his shoulders, Hiccup fell in behind the nadder following the leader in his own awkward, self-conscious style.

After the second time around Ruffnut runs over to her basket, grab two fish from inside and tosses them to the zippleback before throwing her arms around its necks. "You two are awesome." She cried, "The best! The very best dragons ever!" She did her best to squeeze the necks closer to her.

"I beg to differ." Fishlegs said laying a comforting hand on the gronkle next to him.

"Yeah, what he said." Tuffnut said, sharing a chuckle with his nadder.

This was the third thing Ruffnut thought of for her assignment. Actually tell them they are doing a good job. With her mother's seeming non-interference, she and Tuffnut never knew something was actually the wrong to do until after they were in trouble for it, let alone encouraging them for doing something good.

She started scratching both of the necks at the same time as the zippleback leaned into it in appreciation. She scratched working her way down the necks until she got to the center where they joined. She scratched directly between the necks and her entire dragon went rigid with a spasm then collapsed into a boneless heap.

"Uh, Hiccup" Ruffnut didn't know what to make of it as she stood there with limp dragon all around her, "I think I broke my dragon."

"You didn't break it." Hiccup assured her. "This actually brings us to new lesson. All the dragons have a weak spot at the base of their jaw here." He pointed to his own jawline. "I didn't expect it to be on a different spot on a zippleback, but if you scratch that spot can calm a dragon…"

The nadder hissed and popped it's spines as the gronkle growled and took up its own aggressive posture. Both of the dragons were looking at the arena entrance. The zippleback raised its heads with a hiss as it turned to the entrance as well.

Hiccup turned to see what was getting the dragons worked up and it filled his heart with dread. "Do it now!" Hiccup called, "Calm your dragons!"

Hiccup thanked Thor that everyone was listening as he heard three dragons slumped to the ground. Because there at the entrance stood Snotlout, looking somewhat afraid, hugging an ornate sword to his chest that was almost as tall as he was.

Hiccup recognized it immediately: The Jorgenson Family ancestral sword.

I talked a lot but didn't advance the story too much. Perhaps next time. Comments, criticisms, encouragement and suggestions are all welcome, even negative ones.


	9. Chapter 9

This story is going to deviate from the movie at a very common point. A single, small decision by another prompts Hiccup to change everything. Standard disclaimer: I own nothing.
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Hiccup marched over to where Snotlout seemed frozen while clutching his ancestral weapon, "Come with me."

Snotlout started to say something but Hiccup already walked passed him and out of the arena leaving him no choice but to follow.

As soon as they were out of the arena, Hiccup rounded on him. "What were you thinking, Snotlout? Did you even bother to think at all?"

"I came to..." Snotlout started but Hiccup cut him off.

"I made one rule at the start, 'don't bring weapons into the arena.' Yet here I find you carrying your father's sword where three dragons ready roast you where you stand! I didn't make that rule because I'm a ruthless tyrant. I didn't make that rule because being an instructor had gone to my head? I made that rule to KEEP YOU ALIVE! Is that so hard to understand?"

"Dude, you need to chill. You're going to burst a blood vessel or something." Snotlout said in that dismissive manner that always got on Hiccup's last nerve.

But it also told Hiccup that Snotlout wasn't listening to him. In a slow, measured tone, Hiccup asked the question he really wasn't sure he wanted an answer to. "Why did you bring your family sword into the arena?"

"You told me to swear on my honor. This sword represents my family honor for generations past and generations to come. So, on my honor I present you this sword swearing to do… all those thing you mentioned and become part of your club." He held out the sword for Hiccup to take.

"So, you're giving me this sword to hold on to till your oath to obey my instructions and command is fulfilled, right?"

"That's right."

"And you're father knows you took the sword out of the house?"

Snotlout glanced down at the blade in his hand and back up to Hiccup, "Define 'knows'."

Hiccup felt as though his head really were going to explode. "Of all the... That sword only comes out of your house for weddings and funerals, anything less than that and your dad will go berserk, literally. If I took that sword, your dad would assume I was the one who stole it from your house."

"Exactly, and then you can explain to him that it is for the higher purpose of protecting Berk and all that." Snotlout said, pressing sword towards Hiccup some more.

Hiccup looked incredulously at Snotlout, wondering, not for the first time, how they could possibly be related. "Once again, you didn't think this though, Snotlout. In all our years growing up when has your dad ever listened to any of my explanations when I got in trouble? I mean, has he ever even jumped to any conclusions about me that were good, ever?" Snotlout seemed to mull Hiccup already knew the outcome. "Just put the sword back before you get in trouble. And, as far as dragon training goes, the answer is still no." Hiccup turned to go back into the arena.

"What do you want from me? What do I have to do to get little respect here?" Hiccup stopped at Snotlout's ranting. "You have to let me in to dragon training, Hiccup. I really want this and what Snotlout wants, Snotlout gets." he said in a quiet, earnest voice.

"But that's the problem right there." Hiccup explained, "You want what you want, ignoring the consequences and everybody else be damned. But this isn't about you, Snotlout, and until you can work for a goal higher than 'what you want', then the answer will always be 'no.'"

Hiccup went down the ramp to enter the arena, leaving Snotlout where he stood. He stopped halfway down and leaned against the wall. Gods, how did his dad put up with all this responsibility? Hiccup hated conflict, but having to assert himself to do the right thing was exhausting.

"You've changed."

Hiccup looked up to see Astrid standing at the top of the ramp, sword still strapped to her back. "What?" he asked.

"You didn't used to be like this," Astrid said. "The Hiccup I remember used to be able to forgive anyone for anything. Who knew you could hold a grudge?"

"Yeah, well, this isn't about the past. It's just that forgiving people and trusting them are two entirely different things. Don't tell me you think having Snotlout on the back of a dragon is a good idea."

"Heck no," Astrid scoffed at the idea. "I'm just saying you were usually the one to give people a second chance, even if they didn't deserve it. I've just never known you to be hard-hearted like this before."

"That's because I was always alone, before. Now, I have those three to look after as well as their dragons and the rest of Berk as well." He said jerking a thumb over his shoulder. "Besides, when did you ever take the time to get to know me, anyway?" He asked in irritation.

"Looks like I don't know you like I thought." Astrid said as she turned away.

"Astrid," Hiccup called after her and she stopped and turned to face him again. "We still have a dragon that needs a rider. Maybe you would consider…"

"Forget it, dragon-boy. I'm keeping my feet on the ground like Vikings should." She walked up to Hiccup getting into his face, being on the upside of the ramp made her a bit more menacing as she looked down on him. "I still think you're a liar and a cheat, Hiccup." She said quietly but firmly. "I think this stupid game you're playing is going to get someone killed if you don't stop."

"You know something, Astrid, I have been on a dragon, up there among the clouds, seeing the world in a way that only the birds, the stars and the dragons get to see. Flying has shown me that, at the same time, world is both smaller and larger than we ever imagined. But one about the world that I know for certain," he leaned close to her, "is that it doesn't revolve around you."

"Hey, Hiccup," Ruffnut called, coming around the corner, "you gotta…" She stopped as she saw Astrid standing close to Hiccup. "Uh, what's going on here?"

"Nothing," Astrid said. "We're done." She turned and exited up the ramp.

"What was that all about?" Ruffnut asked, her voice bordering on an accusation.

"Astrid just felt the need to voice her opinion, that's all." Hiccup said. He didn't want to admit it but the dark fears that he really might screw up somehow were back to haunt him and that he really could get someone killed, even by accident. His change in attitude came into question as well. What was the line between confidence and arrogance? Would he even recognize it either before or after he crossed it? He began to feel that shouldn't have said what he said to Astrid, his nerves were still fried from confronting Snotlout; it wasn't fair to take it out on her.

Ruffnut seemed to see the dejected look on Hiccup's face. "Hey, I know Astrid isn't one of your biggest fans, so whatever she just said, don't listen to her, ok? I think you're doing an awesome job here. We all think so." Ruffnut reached out her hand to touch Hiccup's chest, but she hesitated before putting her hand on his shoulder and forced him to look her in the eyes. "All right?"

"Yeah, ok." Hiccup couldn't help but smile at her; she had said something he needed to hear. "Thanks, Ruff."

Ruffnut smiled back with her lopsided, oversized grin. "Now, come on. There's something I gotta show you." She said, sliding her arm around Hiccup's shoulder and quickly pulling him into a headlock as she dragged him back into the arena as he could only squawk in protest as she messed up his hair.

The trainers spent the rest of the day with their dragons simply bonding with them and they gave the dragons names. Ruffnut gave each head a name separately, the gas emitting head was now Barf, and the sparking head became Belch. Together, the three of them experimented with small clouds of gas to see how long before it dissipated to where it could no longer be ignited. Watching explosions was something Ruffnut never seemed to tire of. Fishlegs and his gronkle, now Meatlug, seemed to be the furthest along in training, in Hiccup's view. They flew large, lazy circles around the inside of the arena as Fishlegs experimented with finding a comfortable place on his dragon's back to sit, keeping his balance, and finding out which parts of the gronkle he could comfortably grab onto. Tuffnut was having fun experimenting with his nadder's tail spikes and using shields as target practice. It was amazing how accurate she could be despite not having eyes that could not look forward at the same time. He named her Stabbitha , or Stabbi, or just Stabb, depending on when you asked him. You never could tell with Tuffnut.
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It was morning and Hiccup was on his way to get a basket of fish for Toothless. Early mornings were the best time to get together with his dragon and enjoy a flight. It was almost a routine, but Hiccup knew it wouldn't last much longer. The class was progressing with dragons much better than he anticipated. Soon, he could start stage two, which was to bring the dragons out of the arena and into Viking society, slowly, of course.

The arena came into view on his way back from getting a basket of fish and Hiccup smiled. It was the place where Hiccup's life was finally starting to turn around. He was respected as a dragon fighter; ok, to be fair they expected more killing out of him than fighting, but he had time to work on that. He had a girl who admired him and maybe even liked him. Ok, Ruffnut was no Astrid, but even Astrid wasn't Astrid anymore, really. And best of all, people were starting to listen to him, mostly. And the open door of the arena was a sure sign of…

Wait a minute… the door to the arena wasn't supposed to be open. He and Gobber had locked it up last night, and it was way too early for dragon training. He sighed as he put the basket of fish outside the arena; Toothless would just have to wait. He looked down the ramp to see the inner gate was also raised. No one was around. It was starting to become eerie.

Looking into the arena itself nothing seemed out of place. Hiccup walked around in front of the cell doors till he finally saw what was wrong with the picture. All the pens had the locking crossbar on them except the pen holding the monstrous nightmare. It was the only that he was never opened. The doors were shut, but there was nothing securing it.

No sounds came from inside so Hiccup grabbed the door and threw his weight back to open it, which finally moved enough for him to squeeze in.

The cell was empty, no dragon, no fires, just an empty and torn fish basket.

This was not good, not good at all.
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Keeping it short this time. I originally wanted to complete this story arc in one chapter, but it felt like it was dragging. Either that or I'm becoming lazy again.


	10. Chapter 10

This story is going to deviate from the movie at a very common point. A single, small decision by another prompts Hiccup to change everything. Standard disclaimer: I own nothing.

Thanks to my reviewers who wrote in: RamenKnight, who read everything in one go, ivanganev1992, the answers are in development, dragonguest, Colbalt Sunfire, Brenne, Ember Neutron, Transformers 0, Charminghex99 and guest.
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This is bad. This is bad, thisisbad. This. Is. Bad!

Hiccup hurried through the center of town, trying to come up with some explanation why a dragon was missing from the training arena. Any number of scenarios went through his mind and none of them ended well; from banishment to the village being burned to the ground (again), to being publicly executed in a slow and painful way. Hiccup had accepted full responsibility of the dragons and their training. Whatever happened now was on his head. A dragon was missing and this was BAD!

Hiccup stopped and forced himself to be calm. Running around like a madman was not getting him anywhere. Think it through logically. What did he know? The monstrous nightmare is missing from his cell and that is a bad thing!

Enough already; that was covered, thank you very much. What else? There was an empty and torn fish basket left behind in the cell. Feeding the dragons usually meant dumping fish down a feeding chute and the baskets returned to the docks. With the trainers now feeding their dragons by hand, the nightmare was the only one still fed this way. But the basket was torn; did this mean that the attempted training ended badly? No, there was no blood on the floor or evidence of a fight and the door was closed behind it, even if the front gates weren't. That probably meant whoever was there had to leave in a hurry, but to where?

Hiccup picked up his head. Looking around, he added a third thing to the list. There was no smoke and nothing was on fire in the village, and no angry villagers were running around waving lethal weapons. Finally, a good thing.

Ok, so someone was in with the dragon, tamed him and took him somewhere safe from dragon-hating villagers. But why? For what purpose?

'To ruin dragon training' was the obvious answer. There were still many Vikings who didn't like the idea of working with dragons. Top of the list? Astrid had been most vocal about it besides a few elders, but she was also the most active about it too. The problem with that was that Astrid had made it pretty clear she wanted nothing to do with dragons. Although, she did stick around to watch every dragon training session to date therefor she certainly could have learned enough to tame a dragon just by watching.

The more he thought about it, though, the more it didn't make sense. Where would she hide a dragon? She wouldn't risk the property damage in trying to hide a monstrous nightmare, nor would she let it loose in the forest nearby for fear that such a wild dragon would return to the village. She just wasn't that irresponsible. Would she kill it? Could she kill it? Not easily, and not without being heard. He hoped.

What did that leave? Not much. Not many other Vikings had the skill or the will to dragon-knap a monstrous nightmare from the arena.

Ok, change the question. Who benefited most from taking a dragon? That would be Snotlout. He was reckless enough to attempt something like that in order to prove himself without caring who might get hurt along the way. Actually, this was a much more likely scenario since proving himself was exactly what Snotlout wanted to do.

Hiccup rounded the corner to see Snotlout come the opposite way and enter into the Jorgenson house. Where had he been so early in the morning that he would be returning home so early in the morning?

Hiccup sat back and waited. It was a bit of a gamble since time wasn't really on his side, but confronting Snotlout in his own home with his father to back him up wouldn't end well. Growing up, Spitelout never saw his son in anything less than a positive light no matter what evidence might be present. Be it bruises, broken things or missing items, it was always Hiccup's fault.

It didn't take long for Snotlout to reemerge from his home and head towards the great hall. Following him wasn't hard, since the burly teen tended not to see anything that wasn't right in front of him. Hiccup entered and could only watch as Snotlout grabbed some food, still trying to figure out the best way to approach him. A head on confrontation would only work to Snotlout's advantage; he could simply deny everything since Hiccup had no real proof. No, Hiccup would need an angle, something to indirectly trap his cousin without a direct confrontation.

Snotlout headed to the tables with his food, only to turn sharply and sit right next to none other than Astrid Hofferson. Great. The last thing he needed was to see Snotlout and Astrid together. Ok, it was more like Snotlout was with Astrid and Astrid was doing her best to be alone, but there was no way he could handle the both of them together… or could he?

Astrid had been chased to the edge of the bench as Snotlout talked animatedly to her, "…you have to see it. It's huge; a lot bigger close up. You just have to touch it once and…" It was then that he noticed Hiccup approaching them and his mood went immediately hostile and agitated, "What do you want, Fishbone?"

Hiccup steadied himself with his best serious face as he glanced at Snotlout with a barely perceivable nod before standing in front of Astrid. "All right, Astrid. What did you do with it?"

"What did I do with what?" She asked, though she didn't really seem surprised at being questioned.

"I know you want to shut the dragon training down, but to release a dragon is just plain irresponsible. I can't believe you would endanger other people just to prove your point."

"Hey, I had nothing to do with that." She protested.

"That's right; she had nothing to do with it." Snotlout interjected.

Hiccup grit his teeth as he prepared himself for potentially painful gamble. "You say you're innocent, but you don't seem the least bit shocked by the fact that a dragon is missing from its pen. You know what? Let's just see what my dad has to say about all this." Saying this, he reached out and grabbed Astrid by the wrist.

Astrid, in turn, reached over with her other hand to grasp Hiccup's hand. She had two of his fingers in her grip, ready to wrench it painfully backwards when Snotlout stood up and also grabbed Hiccup by his wrist, which shocked Astrid into inaction.

"Knock it off, Hiccup. I took your stupid dragon, all right?" Snotlout said. "Astrid didn't do anything. She even tried to talk me out of it."

"I certainly tried to," Astrid said. "Who knew Snotlout was the sort of person who does the exact opposite of what you tell him to do?"

She knew, of course, as she sat there looking at Hiccup with her cheeky grin, which would have been cute any other time, he thought. Secretly, he was glad his gamble had paid off. Snotlout was just enough of a chauvinist pig that he wouldn't let Astrid defend herself, even from scrawny Hiccup.

Hiccup let go of Astrid's wrist which signaled everyone to pull their hands back. He turned to Snotlout, "Why would you do something like that? What were you thinking?"

"I was thinking you don't have exclusive rights to the dragons anymore, Hiccup. That's right; I tamed him, he's mine, and I didn't need you or your stupid dragon training."

Hiccup sighed heavily; his cousin would never get it. Before he could say anything, however, Astrid stood up and said, "You know, you actually kind of do. I mean, Chief Stoic really isn't the type to be very understanding if a rogue dragon is out of its pen and on the loose in his village. I mean, if such a thing were to happen, he would be very likely to disband the dragon training, lock up all the dragons and probably even have them killed. After all, it just proves that Vikings and dragons weren't meant to exist together. You can't trust them to be left alone, after all."

"What?" Snotlout sputtered, "But you said… you told me how to…"

"You know, Hiccup, you're right. We should tell your father right away. In fact, I'll go find him right now." With that, Astrid left.

Hiccup cursed under his breath before turning to Snotlout, "Where is the dragon?"

"Screw you. I don't have to tell you anything."

"Listen to me. Everything Astrid said is true. Dragon training will be shut down for everyone because of this, which means no one gets to keep their dragon; not even you. We don't have much time. We have to get that dragon back into the arena before my dad finds out."

"Fine. But from now on, I'm part of your dragon training class."

"What? This is your fault to begin with."

"No, it's really your fault for allowing a dragon to be taken from the arena in the first place."

"You're the one who took the dragon. That means I could just stand back and let you face my father on your own. I don't _have_ to help you."

"Why are you wasting time here arguing? We have to get that dragon." Snotlout headed for the door followed by Hiccup.

Fishlegs was just coming in when Hiccup grabbed him, "Fishlegs, follow us. We have an emergency."

"But, I haven't had breakfast yet," he protested.

"No time. We have to go." Hiccup explained.

"What are you bringing him for? I thought it was just the two of us." Snotlout complained.

"This is a dragon emergency. We need everyone we can get. It's called 'teamwork' in case you're unfamiliar with the term."

"It's called 'being too weak to do it yourself'."

"What exactly is going on?" Fishlegs asked, still following the two cousins.

"I'll explain when we get there." Hiccup responded.

They were headed to the livestock pens that belonged to the Jorgensen's when the twins caught up with them. "Hiccup!" They called.

"Oh for crying out loud, do we have to involve them too?" Snotlout complained again.

"Teamwork." Hiccup reminded him as the twins caught their breath.

Tuffnut spoke up, "What's going on? Astrid's running all over town looking for the chief; something about one of our dragons being loose."

"Whenever Astrid's involved, it's not good news for us." Ruffnut said.

"I'm glad you're here. I need all your help with this." Hiccup explained. "Snotlout, being the genius that he is, decided to tame the monstrous nightmare on his own and took it out of the arena."

"What?" Fishlegs squeeked. "Ballin'," Tuffnut cheered. Ruffnut just facepalmed as she shook her head.

"We have to get that dragon back into the arena before my dad finds out, if he hasn't already."

"So we're going to face a monstrous nightmare in the open with no equipment and no back-up plan?" Gobber may not have done much during dragon training, but to Fishlegs, the veteran dragon fighter was a comforting presence.

"That's right. We can do it. We have to…"

"I hate to break this up," Ruffnut said, "but is your barn supposed to be smoking like that?"

Everyone looked to where Ruffnut was pointing. Indeed, a thin trail of smoke was coming from under the eaves.

"Aw, no. No, no, no, no." Snotlout said as all the teens started running towards the barn. "My dad's going to kill me!"

"Well, you did put a flammable lizard in a wooden barn." Ruffnut said, "What did you think would happen?"

"Pretty awesome, though." Tuffnut laughed, agreeing with his sister as they slammed their helmets together.

Hiccup saw some buckets around the side of the barn and brought them over to the others. "When we get that dragon out of there, you guys need to get that fire out as soon as possible."

"Speak for yourself." "Yeah, the view is fine from right here."

With a bucket in each hand, Hiccup shoved them into Tuffnut and Ruffnut's guts, "Guys, snap out of it. Use the water from the trough and put that fire out!"

"Right. Sorry." Tuffnut said. Ruffnut stayed behind a little longer before running past Hiccup. "Sorry," she said, barely above a whisper though the sincerity of that one word struck him.

He turned to the last teen, "Fishlegs, I'm counting on you. Keep them on task." he hissed that last part, nodding toward the twins. The look on the large teens face was less than reassuring.

Snotlout tried to enter the smaller, person sized door, but was pushed back by the smoke. The main door was barred from the outside. "You locked him in?!" Hiccup asked running up behind him.

"Shut up and lift!" Snotlout yelled.

Smoke billowed out at the doors flew open, knocking both teens to the gound. The nightmare leapt out of the barn, his skin blazing as the fresh air hit him. It seemed about to take to the air when it spotted Snotlout and walked over to him. The teen was backing up in fear.

"Fishlegs, go!" Hiccup yelled before running over to stand between Snotlout and the monstrous nightmare. "Easy big guy. Easy. You remember me, don'cha?"

Seeing Hiccup take control of the situation bolstered Snotlout's confidence, which immediately turned to arrogance and wounded pride. He stepped in, pushing his smaller cousin to the side, "I got this Hiccup. This is my dragon, after all."

"Go help the others with the fire." Hiccup said, calmly.

"You help with the fire, I'll take care of MY dragon. I don't need you…"

"Snotlout," Hiccup barked before composing himself in front of the startled dragon. "You are stronger and faster than me and can carry buckets of water without tripping. Now, help the others put out the fire in your father's barn before it burns to the ground."

"I… You…. Gyah!" This was Snotlout's most intelligent reply before running to grab a bucket.

Hiccup turned his full attention to the great red beast in front of him, "That's it, big fella. Just focus on me and don't cause any trouble."

He could hear the other teens working behind him, "Come on, you guys. Keep getting more water." "Get out of my way, you idiots." "Hey at least I don't set my own barn on fire." "Yeah, that's what other people's barns are for." "Guys, a little more help here?" "Shut up and keep working."

The nightmare kept looking toward the barn and the teens behind the scrawny dragon trainer. It seemed to get more and more agitated as the other teens argued. Hiccup did his best to calm the beast, "Hey, hey, don't worry about them. They are just fine. Stay with me, now."

"Stop admiring the fire! I swear if you stand still one more time…" "You'll be putting this fire out by yourself then." "Guys, keep working. I think we are gaining on it." "I'd argue with you about that if my lungs weren't filled with so much smoke right now." "Just keep going. We have to put that fire out or I'm a dead man." "Yeah, have fun with that." "We should be so lucky."

The nightmare suddenly charged forward with a roar. "The dragon is loose!" Hiccup cried.

All the teens dove to the ground out of the path of the monstrous nightmare as it ran directly into the barn. The sounds of carnage ensued with crashing and breaking, the splintering of wood and clanging of metal. The five Viking youths approached the door cautiously, peering inside through the smoky haze. They all jump back as a dragon head pokes out of the darkness of the barn's interior.

Spying Snotlout, the monstrous nightmare scoops the teen up and bounces him on his broad, toothy snout. Hiccup can't help the sinking feeling in his gut as he watched the dragon covered in soot and ash play with the Viking teen; that makes it twice that the dragon had deferred to Snotlout. A bond was already forming, but he'd have to deal with that later.

Hiccup picked up the bucket Snotlout had dropped and filled it with water, "Everyone, move in."

Looking around, the smoke slowly clearing, Tuffnut said, "Hey, there's no fire here. What gives?"

Fishlegs sounded astonished, "Would you look at that? It's out. The dragon must have been rolling around, putting the fire out with its own body."

Indeed, stalls were smashed and bits of everything lay scattered everywhere and very little was recognizable. Hiccup felt lucky that the dragon didn't encounter a pitchfork or anything like that. "Keep looking for embers. We don't want this to flare up again," he said. Looking through a haystack, his foot hit something. His eyes narrowed as he examined the bit of wood the length of his forearm. Cloth was wrapped tightly around one end which prevented it from burning too fast.

Snotlout's voice came from outside, "Guys, we are starting to attract some attention here."

Sticking his find into his vest, Hiccup led the others out to the dragon. Looking to the village, he could see some Vikings pointing to the smoking barn and gathering a mob.

"We have to get this dragon back to the arena." Hiccup said. He gritted his teeth, hating what he had to say next. "Snotlout, you have to ride the dragon back to the arena."

Snotlout's eyes went wide with the implications, "What? Wait, you mean 'ride' as in 'fly'? Above the ground? No. Oh, no. You aren't getting' me up there. No way."

Hiccup knew they didn't have time to argue about it, his mind raced with alternative plans. "Ok, I've got it. Here's what we are going to do…"

So it was that a dragon was escorted peacefully through the streets of Berk. Tuffnut led the procession, "Make way! Dragon coming through! This is official dragon training business. Make way!" To the left side was Ruffnut, "Here we see the peaceful dragon, quietly making his way through Berk. No fighting is needed, nothing will be burned. Just a peaceful dragon; nothing to see here." To the right was Fishlegs, "Thank you for your cooperation, this is official business. That axe really isn't needed, sir. Thank you." Between them all was the monstrous nightmare with Snotlout, his arm drapped over the dragon's head and talking to him to keep him calm. On the other side of the dragon's head walked Hiccup, keeping his head as high as he could, saying nothing. He looked from one teen to another, making it clear he was overseeing the whole operation in his best "Chief Stoic" imitation.

They made good time and any opposition to having a dragon in the center of town simply didn't have enough time to organize before the whole affair was nearly over. With a lot of grumbling by the onlookers, the procession successfully and peacefully made its way through town to the arena. Astrid was standing near the ironworks, her mouth agape as the dragon came into view.

The teens and dragon proceeded down the ramp to find Stoic, Gobber, and a few elders in the center of the arena, including Spitelout. The chief was trying to keep everyone from yelling, mostly by yelling louder than everyone else, **"Who was here last?"** "What your son is doing is an affront to the gods." **"That is not helping right now. When was the dragon last seen?" **"We need to kill those dragon now before any more become a menace." **"We don't know anything yet and until we do…"**

"Ruff, Tuff, get the pen doors open." At the sound of Hiccup's voice, the arguing elders quieted as they watched five soot covered teens and a soot covered dragon walk quietly into the arena and towards the pen doors. Spitelout almost raced forward to his son, but was held back by Stoic.

"Hiccup?" Stoic called.

"Be with you in a minute, Dad." Hiccup called back. "Fishlegs, be ready with the lever." So, they waited as the monstrous nightmare was led into the pen and the door was shut and the only words that could be heard a promise of 'more fish'. Finally, as the door was being barred, Hiccup finally approached his father.

Standing at his full height, his eyes piercing into Hiccup's soul, Stoic the Vast spoke, "Son, do you care to explain all this?"

"Oh, you know, things happen that…" Hiccup stopped and started again, "It all part my master plan to…" He stopped again. His father's face only seemed to grow darker as he spoke. Once again, the weight of his goals and responsibilities seemed to crush him.

"Well?" Stoic growled.

Hiccup looked down. He couldn't be what he once was. Going back would undo everything he had accomplished so far. He took a breath and steadied himself. When he looked up directly into his father's eyes Stoic quirked an eyebrow and a spark entered his eye. _Serious face._

"I… 'We' had to handle a bit of sabotage against our school." Hiccup's pronouncement caused a ripple among the elders and Stoic seemed to go from angry to serious.

"Explain."

Hiccup sighed again. Quite frankly, he had never, in his life, been a tattletale and he hated getting people into trouble. Right now he felt as though he were about to throw Snotlout to the wolves. But now, Hiccup's newfound relationship with his father was built on honesty and with the fate of Berk resting on this dragon training exercise, he had no choice really.

"Snotlout was tricked into trying to train the monstrous nightmare on his own."

"You are supposed to be leading the dragon training. Why weren't you there to help him?" Spitelout accused.

Hiccup channeled his fear of the adults before him into aggression and level a glare at his uncle, "Because I didn't want him in my class."

"What, my son isn't good enough for you?" Spitelout was getting angry.

"He is reckless, self-absorbed, and irresponsible. Not to mention he has a problem with authority. As far as training wild dragons, I felt he would be a liability at best and a danger to the other students at worst."

"How dare you say that about my son?!"

"Your son put a dragon that can pour flames out of its skin into your very wooden barn." Hiccup countered.

Not expecting this, Spitelout looked concerned. "My barn?"

"Luckily, we were able to contain the fire and save the barn, for the most part."

"Fire… My barn!?" Spitelout turned his glare to his son, who visibly flinched, before rallying his wits to attack Hiccup again, "You're saying that dragon set fire to my barn."

"No." Hiccup said, calmly. "I believe what I said was 'sabatoge'." He pulled out the burned stick from his vest and handed it to his father.

Stoic took the stick and examined the tightly tied cloth at one end, and sniffed it. "Lamp oil," he pronounced and turned to Snotlout. "Who else knew where you hid the dragon?"

"Ah, I didn't tell anyone." Snotlout stammered. Hiccup wondered if he told Astrid, though he never heard him say it exactly.

Stoic was about to approach the boy to begin interrogations, but Spitelout stepped in the way, "Let's not jump to conclusions here, Stoic. I mean it can't be easy sneaking a large dragon across town, anyone could have spotted him."

"Whoever it was threw that torch into the barn naturally assuming we would blame the dragon for your lost barn without question." Hiccup said. "Snotlout may have been tricked into removing that nightmare from the arena, but without him, we wouldn't have gotten it back here as quickly or as easily as we did. I owe him that much."

Before Spitelout could speak, Stoic spoke first, "So you accept Snotlout as your student, then?"

Hiccup ground his teeth and hesitated before answering, "Yes."

Stoic nodded. "Let me make it clear." He leveled his gaze at his burly nephew, who looked like he would prefer to be swallowed by a sea serpent at that moment. "You messed up today, taking a half trained dragon out of the pens and into my village. So, you listen good: Hiccup is in charge of all things concerning dragons. That includes your dragon and your training. He has the power to take that dragon away from you and expel you from his class if he sees fit. Do you understand?"

"Wha… I… but…" Under his uncle's heavy gaze and his glaring father, Snotlout finally gave a quiet answer, "Yes."

"I couldn't hear you son!" Spitelout roared.

Snotlout snapped to attention as though suddenly whipped, "Yes, sir. I understand."

"And you," Spitelout turned back to Hiccup, "Since you are in charge and it was your dragon, you'll help put my barn back in order, right?"

Hiccup hid a wince at the petty spitefulness of his uncle, but he simply looked at the older man and nodded, "I wouldn't have it any other way."

"Good," Stoic said before Spitelout could really get on a roll. "Now that that's settled, let's get back to more important matters." The chief placed a large hand on his son's shoulder. "Good job, son," he said with a wink before leaving with the others.

As the chief and elders left the arena, some saw fit to voice their opinion, "If one of those dragons escaped, others could too. They are a menace that needs to be gotten rid of."

"I see no menace here. Whatever threat that dragon may or may not have posed has already been handled. Stop borrowing trouble where there is none." The argument continued until it faded into the distance.

Hiccup basked in a good feeling; having his father on his side just felt plain ol' good. He turned and walked up to the other teens, "Well, it looks like we know what we are going to do today. Give you dragons an early lunch and meet up at the barn at noon. If we are lucky we should be done before the end of the day."

"Wait," Tuffnut said, "what do you mean, 'we'?" "It was Snotlout's fault in the first place." Ruffnut finished.

"Shut up, if it hadn't been…"

"Stop!" Hiccup barked. All the teens looked at him surprised since Hiccup never raised his voice. "Two reasons. Firstly, like it or not, for better or worse, Snotlout is one of us, now. As a rule, we dragon riders stick together and we cover each other's back, no matter what. Do NOT abuse that rule." He said staring directly at Snotlout.

The burly teen said with his arms crossed looking away, "I don't know what you're looking at me for."

"The other reason is public relations. We need to make ourselves look good to everyone else. The whole goal of this is to get these dragons out of the pens and into daily life eventually. Any good will we can muster is good for the dragons as well."

They all looked at him as though he was speaking gibberish. "Hiccup, are you sure that's a good idea? I mean, our houses aren't exactly built for dragon occupants." Fishlegs said.

"I said, 'eventually'. Remember what I said, dragons are not pets and they're not mounts. They are friends; that's the only way to keep a dragon's loyalty. Without that, we may as well not even try. Keep in mind the best possible outcome for dragons and Vikings living together and that is what we are working for. Ok? I'll see you after lunch at the barn."

With that crisis averted, Hiccup knew he had to feed his own dragon. Toothless would be anxious to fly. As he went to the storehouse to get another basket of fish, his first one was had been taken inside by Snotlout, of course, he heard voices coming from around the corner. I sounded like Astrid, "…someone could have gotten hurt."

"Keep your voice down." Was that Mildew? "No one got hurt, just a bit a property damage…"

"…caused by us." Astrid finished. "If we resort to doing things like that, what makes us any different from the dragons?"

"We're protecting the village from the dragons." Mildew insisted.

"You don't protect the village by destroying it. Then who protects the village from us, huh?"

"Listen, missy. Bottom line, if you want those dragons out of here, you had better tow the line. You'll never get rid of them on your own. Remember that."

There was silence as Hiccup heard Mildew's walking staff tap off into the distance. A moment later Astrid came out of the alleyway next to Hiccup, muttering curses under her breath.

"I never knew you as one to swear so eloquently, Astrid." Hiccup said, startling Astrid, her fist cocked back for a punch but stopped. Hiccup was out of arms reach anyway. "Who knew you were so good at making friends?"

"What are you going to do about it?"

"Nothing. I just wanted you to know that I know. But I'm on your side; destroying the village is no way to get rid of the dragons." Hiccup stepped close despite her fist still ready to deck him. "It doesn't have to be like this, Astrid. We are still your friends…"

"You have been lying since this all started! You filled everyone's head with tall tales and fake giants and empty promises. All your lies are going to catch up with you and when they do, I swear, I'm going be there to expose you for the fraud you really are." She turned to leave.

"You've said that before." Hiccup couldn't help but get the last word in.

"This isn't over." Astrid turned back, "You'll mess up sooner or later. You're still you, after all," she said before leaving again.

"Am I?" Hiccup wondered to himself. He certainly hoped not.
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Next time: Hiccup moves forward with his plan to integrate dragons into Viking life and a little more romance on the side.


	11. Chapter 11

This story is going to deviate from the movie at a very common point. A single, small decision by another prompts Hiccup to change everything. Standard disclaimer: I own nothing.

To answer some of the feedback, don't worry, dear guests, I have plans for Astrid.

To Djberneman, I guess I failed to get the point across that Astrid did not set the fire. The anti-dragon contingent in the village is just too large to simply rule over, even though the number of active radicals that could set fire to the barn is small. Astrid herself was in the village looking for the chief as it was her job to draw attention to the nightmare that was out of its pen. She didn't know that someone else had set the fire, which only started as the teens were walking up, which is why she and Mildew were arguing at the end. I'll have to try and do better.

Also, thanks to dragonguest, Transformers 0, MattAShine, biancaruth, Brenne, and Charminghex99.

0-

"… so then Snotlout says, 'Why else do you think I brought it here?' Can you believe it?" Hiccup finished, his father laughing, nearly spraying a mouthful of food across the table. Hiccup laughed with him as they sat in their home over their evening meal.

"Well, you can't go too easy on 'em, that's for sure." Stoic advised. "They may be your friends, but they are still Vikings at their core. Stubborn." He took another bite of his roll.

"Tell me about it." Hiccup said, eating a little, before leaning on his elbow and looking at his father again. "You know, this really is nice."

His father glanced up from his plate, "What is?" he asked absently.

"Us. Here. Together. Talking like this." Hiccup replied. "I remember when you returned last time and you thought I was doing so well learning how to kill dragons, and you said, 'This finally gives us something to talk about.' And now, here we are. I mean, I know teaching a class isn't really the same as taking care of a whole village, but I'm starting to see things from your point of view and, you know, it really does give us something to talk about."

"Oh, yeah?" Stoic kept his eyes on his plate. "Well, it's good training for you. You'll be chief, someday, you know." He smiled, his cheeks turning slightly pink. Talking about such things was embarrassing, but his son was right. It was nice to be able to sit and share your day with each other and knowing that they understood. Stoic's knife suddenly stalled, hovering over his meat as a thought struck him. He looked at his son, one skeptical eyebrow raised, "Why do I get the feeling I'm being set up for something?"

"Wha, what? I-I don't know what you mean." Hiccup said, shoving an oversized bit of bread in his mouth.

"This is 'the honey and the hatchet,' isn't it? So? Come on. Out with it."

Hiccup sighed, knowing he was caught. "How do you feel about camping, Dad?"

"Camping?" Stoic echoed. "Why, that's a fine idea. Just you and me, roughing it for a few days; we could get in some fishing, practice your archery, maybe even hunt a bit. I'm sure I can find the time…"

"It wouldn't be just us, dad. The other guys in my class would be there as well."

"Oh," Stoic said, slightly disappointed. "An excursion, then. Nothing wrong with that. I'm sure there's thing we can do…"

"…And the dragons."

Stoic put down his fork and knife and pushed his plate away, "Son," he began in a very serious tone, "up till now, I've given you my full support. At the same time, I never hid from you how I really feel about those dragons. They should never be out of their pens."

"I know, and I do appreciate your support, really. More than you know. But we have been working with these dragons for a couple of weeks now and I think they are ready. It's time for the next step."

"What 'next step'?"

"Dad, we can't keep them penned up forever. Think about it. They are going through a basket of fish a day, each. That's five baskets less from the storehouse for the winter. We can't do that indefinitely. Sooner or later, they are going to have to start earning their keep."

This was not a position that Stoic expected from Hiccup, "What are you saying?" Wait, five? There are only four dragons in the arena; a terrible terror couldn't go through that much fish, right? Well, some of the other dragons were pretty big. Stoic let the matter drop.

"One of my goals is to make the dragons part of our village. That way…" Hiccup added hastily, cutting his father off before he could be interupted, "…when the time comes for the dragons to fight for us, they won't be fighting just because we say so, they will be defending their home."

"Provided they don't turn on us and side with the other dragons."

"And that is exactly why making this their home is so important.I'll admit, this camping trip is going to be something of a test. We've pretty much reached the limit of what we can do inside a closed pen. I have to be sure that the dragons and riders will work together outside the arena, but we need someplace far enough from the village to make sure everyone is comfortable."

"Uh-huh." Stoic sighed as he mulled it over. "I don't like the idea, but I find it hard to argue with you. You can go."

Hiccup continued to look at him, "Wh-when can you make some time?"

"Me? You have my permission and you have your dragons; you don't need me there."

"Yeah, we do. I want you to come with us, Dad. Then you can see, first-hand, how good of a job we are doing. Plus, it won't all be about the dragons. We can spend some time together, just you and me. How's that?"

"You just made that last part up."

"Maybe," Hiccup said with a crooked grin, "Does it matter? It's still a promise. Come on, Dad. Not only is it good that the villagers see that we are together on this, but it'll be fun. I promise."

Stoic still hesitated, "I don't know. I mean there is still a lot of chiefin' to do and I can't just leave it undone."

It didn't escape Hiccup that his father was backing out of his earlier statement of making time for him. So, he had to sweeten the deal, "I'll tell you what, I'll make it up to you. I think it's time I told you some more of what I know." Hiccup said in earnest. "You won't regret it."

So it was that Hiccup informed his students of their camping trip this coming weekend. The news was received with joyous enthusiasm that even the dragons picked up on. Fishlegs was the only one against it, since he wasn't really the camping type. It wasn't until he found out the dragons were going along that he thought it couldn't happen soon enough.

The day came and everyone was packed and ready. Stoic waited outside the arena gates as the teens went in for their dragons. There was a crowd of Vikings watching from a distance as well. Among them were Astrid and few others of the anti-dragon crowd, though Astrid was the only one that appeared armed.

Stoic noticed that agitated state his son was in. "Don't worry so much," he said. "No one will dare do anything right in front of me."

"It's not that." Hiccup said. "Well, ok, it's not just that. I mean, these dragons have been penned up for a while. They could behave unpredictably once they are out."

"Oh? And where is all that dragon trust you've been talking about, eh?"

"Yeah, heh." Hiccup turned serious as he spoke, "Dad, I need you to promise me you won't pull your weapon until after I'm proven wrong."

"You told me not to bring any weapons along this weekend," Stoic countered, to which, Hiccup just looked at him flatly in the eye. They stared for a few seconds and Hiccup cocked an eyebrow. Unfortunately, it didn't have quite the same impact as when his father did it to him.

"I know you have one. Just don't pull it, ok?"

"You said it yourself that the dragons might be unpredictable."

"Promise."

"Nothin' doin', Son. If I see something I don't like, I won't hesitate to defend us. That's something I _can_ promise you."

Hiccup sighed. The other teens were coming up the ramp with their dragons, talking animatedly to their dragons to keep their focus on them. As soon as the last dragon was out, they all appeared to share a look, then spread their wings and took off. "Hookfang!" "Meatlug, where are you going?" "No, Stabitha, don't go." "Barf, Belch, come back!"

Stoic and Hiccup watched the dragons leave, the big man putting his arm around his son's shoulders in consolation. Hiccup felt a bit disappointed, a small spark of hope was still alive in him, but was overshadowed by the evidence of the dragon's departure. He didn't look up again until his father's hand twitched and started to tense up on his shoulder.

"They're turning around," Stoic said. Indeed they were, flying in a loose formation, the dragons were wheeling back around. Stoic removed his hand, "They're coming in low," he said in a tense voice.

"Easy, Dad. A little trust, please?" Hiccup turned to the teens. "Guys, spread out, give them room to land." Hiccup noticed his father spread his feet apart, lowering his center preparing himself for what came next, an intense look in his eye.

But the dragons pulled up short and landed, lowering their heads to be nuzzled by their relieved riders. Stoic relaxed, taking his hand out from under his cloak, "Oh, I see. Your goal is to try and give me a heart attack this weekend, eh?"

Hiccup gave his dad a crooked smile, "Let's hope it doesn't come to that."

Tuffnut was nearly in tears as he threw his arms around his nadder, "I missed you so much." "She wasn't gone that long, dufus." "As far as females in my life goes, she's got you beat, claws down." Stabitha turned and laughed, seemingly at Ruffnut. "Hey, I think I got the better deal, here. Two great guys for getting rid of you." Barf and Belch bobbed their heads and barked an agreement. "Oh, yeah…?"

Hiccup walked away from his father to follow as he stepped directly between the twins, "Guys, you are teaching your dragons bad habits. Look at them." He motioned to the nadder and zipplebck who were squared off aggressively hissing at each other. "Now, calm them down and let's get moving. We can set up camp and get some training in before nightfall."

Stoic watched his son handle the situation and his approval showed in his smile. "Sorry, Hiccup." "Sorry, Hiccup." The twins said as they went to their respective dragons. "Sorry, Hiccup," came the nasally mocking voice from Snotlout's direction. Stoic turned his head to look at the boy's only to find him studying the cloud formations with intense, if slightly nervous, interest.

With Hiccup and Stoic leading the way, the procession of riders and dragons walked out of the village. Hiccup noticed Astrid watching them leave, though she stood well apart from the others. She could find them in the woods, if she wanted to, but he really didn't think anyone was foolish enough try anything with both the dragons and the chief around. No, this was his weekend and he planned to make the most of it.

They walked mostly for the chief's benefit, but also because they really hadn't really worked on flying, except for Fishlegs and Meatlug who could fly small circles inside the arena. The other's wingspans were simply too large for the confined space. The week prior to this trip, Hiccup had his students build their own saddles. Now, they had a chance to actually use them. Once the group was safely outside the village Hiccup called out. "Alright, just as we planned; Fishlegs, Meatlug, go!"

The rotund gronkle rose into the air and flew passed the Haddocks. Stoic flinched and reached his hand behind his back as the wind from the rapidly beating wings hit him. The pair landed about thirty paces ahead of them and Fishlegs gave a cheer before complimenting Meatlug. Stoic looked down to see his son giving him a stern look, glancing at the chief's hidden hand and shaking his head.

When Stoic pulled his hand out and they got a little closer to Fishlegs, Hiccup called out again, "Tuffnut, Stabitha, go!" Stoic flinched again as the nadder soared passed, though he kept his hand in full view this time. He looked down in annoyance at his son, who simply smiled back. Tuffnut directed his dragon to land about ten feet beyond Fishlegs where he bent over and hugged his nadder after a cheer.

Ten more steps and again, Hiccup called out, "Ruffnut, Barf and Belch, go!" He was slightly more concerned when it came to Ruffnut's saddle. She was seated on the shoulders and between the necks of her dragon with a collar with a hand-grip around each neck. Despite her view being blocked most of the time, she insisted she can't play favorites by sitting behind one of the heads where she could see better. Stoic didn't flinch this time as the trio flew past but his annoyance was still obvious as the zippleback nearly clipped his shoulder as Ruffnut cheering the entire time.

"I suppose there is a point to all of this." He growled at his son.

"This is just some low flying maneuvering so they can get used to the idea of being off the ground and to get used to the saddles. I don't want their first flying experience to be high enough to fall to their death if they suddenly panic." Hiccup explained calmly as Ruffnut landed ten feet beyond Tuffnut.

"Uh-huh. And why do I feel like I'm suddenly one of your students?"

"Oh, come on, Dad. Would I do that to you?" Stoic simply leveled a stare at Hiccup did his best to ignore. "And even if, on the off chance, you were a student of mine, you're not going to tell me you're too old to learn something new, are you?"

"Old?!" Stoic nearly shouted, "I'll have you know I'm not nearly that old."

"Snotlout, Hookfang, go!"

This time Stoic ducked and nearly drew his hidden weapon and even Hiccup nearly dove for the ground as a flaming nightmare flew barely overhead. Snotlout was laughing as he passed but his laughter turned to shouts of pain as he jumped off his flaming lizard and landed among the ferns.

"And speaking of people who never learn…" Hiccup said as he broke into a run with Stoic right behind him. "Snotlout? You ok?"

The teen was scooting along the damp earth to extinguish his smoldering buttocks, saying "Ow. Ow. Ow," with each scoot. "What do you think?! That flaming lizard almost roasted me!" Hookfang landed next to them looking unconcerned with his rider's plight. "Stupid dragon."

"Well, mount up again and see if you can make it to the front without falling off this time." Snotlout glared at him and grumbled to himself the entire time as he mounted Hookfang and took off again.

For the rest of the hike, as the father-son pair approached the rider and dragon, they would leapfrog to the front, keeping low and in full view of their trainer and their chief. Finally, they reached their campsite, a grass covered cliff overlooking the ocean. Before setting up, Hiccup quizzed them on the performance of their saddles and any other issues they might have had, which they didn't. As they all started to set up their tents, Hiccup excused himself and headed into the woods. Stoic stopped him long enough to hand him a small shovel and reminded him to be careful of which leaves he used. Hiccup almost protested but took the shovel after a moment's hesitation.

Still just short of sundown, the camp was set up the teens were eating some rations around the campfire waiting for Hiccup to return. It seemed to be taking a while which left Snotlout time to vent his frustration to everyone whether they wanted to hear it or not.

"Look, all I'm sayin' is, why do we even listen to Hiccup? Why is he the one calling the shots?"

Stoic decided to stay quiet. As much has he wanted to defend his son's position and his own decision to put Hiccup in charge, he wondered what the other teens thought of his son.

"Because his knowledge of dragons is almost intuitive," Fishlegs said. "It's like he knows what they are thinking and what they truly want."

"Because he's crazy." Ruffnut said with admiration practically dripping from her words, though only her brother missed it.

"Yeah," Tuffnut continued. "But in a good way, not like Uncle Wingnut." He and Ruffnut shared a mutual shiver down their back at some unpleasant shared memory.

When they didn't elaborate further, Stoic spoke, interrupting what Snotlout was about to say, "What do you mean, Ruffnut, about being crazy in a good way?"

Holding her fish in the fire, Ruffnut looked a bit uncomfortable being put on the spot. "Well, I mean he makes it look good. Like, confident. When he's around dragons, it's like he knew there was never anything to be afraid of in the first place."

"That isn't to say he isn't cautious." Fishlegs interjected. "He never just charged in without weighing the consequences first. He always had our safety in mind. Even…"

"Blah, blah, blah," Snotlout cut him off. "My point is he's leading the dragon training class and he doesn't even have his own dragon. How far can he really go with this dragon training, anyway?"

Stoic had had enough of the boy's attitude, "I put him in charge because he won the dragon training. He showed me the competence it takes to handle dragons and don't forget …" Stoic picked up his head and looked around trying to identify a familiar sound on the wind. "NIGHT FURY! GET DOWN!"

He jumped across the fire, sweeping both of the twins together with one large arm, grabbed Snotlout by the collar with the other hand and threw them all at Fishlegs and tried to cover them with his massive body. The black shadow screamed passed but didn't fire. Something hit the ground off to his right. Looking over, Stoic saw his small hand shovel embedded in the ground. Memories and clues started to fall into place. "Impossible."

The black dragon circled back but slower so it didn't have its trademark whistle as it approached. Instead a different sound came from it, "…oohoo, yeAH-BAbyyyy…," as it flew overhead and out over the cliff.

"Hiccup?" Stoic got up from the teens and ran over to the cliff's edge. The teens followed and looked on with awe. "No way." "Awesome." "He got a night fury?" "That is so cool." Even the dragons stood behind their riders as they watched the spectacle. Out in the open sky beyond the rocky cliff, the black dragon and its rider pulled impossibly tight turns and loops and spins and Stoic was sure the night fury would shake his son off its back. The dragon pulled into a vertical assent, pumping its wings to climb ever higher. To their collective horror, the dragon and rider separated and began plummeting to their doom. Side by side, the dragon and rider seemed to share a grisly fate until they came together and pulled out of the dive at the last moment in a spray of seawater and were heading directly towards the base of the cliff. Having built up so much speed, everyone wondered if the pair would be able to turn in time or smash themselves on the rocks below. As Hiccup disappeared from view, the group moved closer to the cliff to look down only to have their collective noses nearly taken off as the fury rocketed passed them from below. The surprise appearance knocked all the teens on their butts as Stoic fumbled with his helmet, having jumped back so fast he nearly left it behind.

As Hiccup and his dragon lost momentum and began to glide in their direction, the teens and their chief looked on in wonder.

"Awesome." Ruffnut said to no one in particular. "That was so totally and completely awesome." Her eyes never lost their star struck dazzle. "I need to change my panties."

The chapter was simply getting too long. I had to cut it off at some point.


End file.
